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   1 a dusty world
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome sat in frustration, his lean and muscular legs folded under him in a lotus position.  The monitors in front of him showed the seemingly endless tan of the virtually dead world. He was watching the radioactive, toxic world outside, beyond the walls, filters, recyclers, scrubbers, sanitation systems, and barriers which protected what was left of humanity.  It was tan colored, that outer world: tan, the color of death.  
 
    
 
   Everyone in Dome 17 knew of tan as death’s color.  Outside was tan dusky and dead, inside was sterile and clean.  Yet even inside, tan had cast a stain on most everything.  Even after all the protecting was done, the tan somehow seeped into the domicile of Jerome’s home.  He was not looking through transparent permalloy, although there were places in Dome 17, like the cafetorium, where a person could do that.  Jerome was at an out-of-the-way maintenance shaft and hatch where he had installed data sticks to form an unofficial external monitoring center.  It was illegally tapped into the artificial intelligence systems and power supply of Dome 17.  That allowed him to connect into the dome’s vast amount of cameras, sensors, and technological monitoring devices.  The data sticks then complied that information and relayed the views from multiple perspectives onto the monitor he had installed.  The viewing technology was designed to survive the brutal and harsh conditions outside of Dome 17 and Jerome had it all relay information to the monitoring center he had built.
 
    
 
   “How can I see where they are?”  Jerome muttered to himself.  That was something he would never do if other people were around, but no other humans ever came to his remote and unlawful monitoring position.  “All this technology, the best in the world, yet I cannot see through the dust.  I know there is an engineering solution, I just need to find it.”   
 
    
 
   Few people ever tried to observe outside anymore.  It was just too boring and mundane.  Jerome wondered if the people of the dome thought much about the rest of the Earth.  He rarely heard anyone, except for other adventurers speak about the outside.  The outside was just not a topic spoken about much by the general population, even when some adventurers were on a mission away from the dome.  The adventurers were the only ones who ever left Dome 17, so perhaps to the general population, the thought of outside just never much entered their minds.  
 
    
 
   For indeed, what was there to see?  The exterior world was just too toxic, radiated, and dusty to perceive much beyond about a one-hundred-meter area around Dome 17.  So anyway the general population did to care.  They had lived for generations knowing the outside world was just a place of death.  
 
    
 
   Jerome watched for the return of any of the adventurers. In addition to the condition of the world, the radiation absorbing material and other gear that the adventurers used protected them, and their vehicles, but also hid them somewhat from monitoring.   Yet he still gazed at the monitor, hoping to see something of the teams which were out there. He ran his hand through his short, curly, dark brown hair.  He had deep concerns about every trip his friends, the adventurers, took to look for and assess the other domes.  He kept rather quiet about it, however, as he would rarely express those concerns out loud to other adventurers.  
 
    
 
   He had designed it so that one of the data sticks he was using was recording everything that he saw, and all the information the sensor technology picked up.  That way he could review it later.  However, nothing was seen.   Ever since each mission’s fusion truck had pulled away, all that the monitor lenses revealed was swirling tan dust.  No outlines of people walking in RAM clothing, and no silhouettes of a fusion truck coming back.  Nothing but deadly dust, swirling on a dead plain. 
 
    
 
   While Jerome watched, he flexed his hands against each other.  Those simple calisthenics were second nature to Jerome.  The well-toned muscles of his arms flexed and relaxed rhythmically as he pushed palm to palm.  His breathing synchronized with his muscle movements.  His mind was alert to the monitor, even though nothing but dusty tan junk was seen.  
 
    
 
   “Faraday?”  Jerome asked summoning his personal artificial intelligence system.  “Will you please conjecture a way to enhance the perception of the exterior world, so I can see where the teams went?”
 
    
 
   A disembodied mechanical voice came from the equipment he had installed. “Now Jerome, you know I have conjectured every possible combination, and the technology and equipment is maximized for ultimate performance already.  The current configuration is surpassing design parameters in some measures as it is.”
 
    
 
   “As an artificial intelligence, I thought you enjoyed challenges,” Jerome replied with a slight chuckle.  “Indulge me, and run another conjecture.”
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system, Faraday, replied, “I do not see the point.  Even if you were able to perceive where the adventurers are, there is no way to offer aid and assistance.  No standard communications can penetrate the atmosphere outside the dome, that would require the special equipment carried by space vessels, but not carried by the adventurers.  If you did perceive some event, and I am not saying that is even possible, you would still need Committee approval for any attempted intervention, or rescue mission. I conjecture that the possibility of success in that kind of endeavor is very low, considering the conditions, and the time required to reach the location.  Additionally, the Committee would then become aware of your activity here in the restricted parts of the dome.   All that being considered, may I ask why you desire to observe the adventurer teams’ locations?”    
 
    
 
   Jerome held back his response.  He was not big on explaining himself, and preferred to just issue the orders.  However, the fact that his personal AI, Faraday, confronted him like it did, was why he consulted with it.  Finally, he said, “The teams need my support.  If I can see them, then I can understand what is happening and in a way that is how I will support them.” 
 
    
 
   “Your support would be by sending them your good thoughts and wishes?  Those things are scientifically unsupported, but I cannot discount them entirely.” Faraday was his co-conspirator in these monitoring and observational endeavors.  The AI continued, “Remember, the teams of adventurer would have no knowledge of your observations, unless there was a psychic connection.  That again cannot be confirmed as legitimate, although anecdotal reports do bear witness to a possibility.  Jerome, this activity of yours seems rather ineffective.  However, I will run a conjecture.  May I factor in all possibilities?”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?  Faraday, is there some new method or invention or equipment available?  Has Brink created some new contraption or gizmo?  You mentioned ‘standard communications’ is there some non-standard way to communicate?”
 
    
 
   “There has not been any official releases of information on any new ‘contraption’ of ‘gizmo’ to use your antiquated terms.  Your hobby of studying and reading materials from before the Great Event shows in your speech.”  Faraday sounded smug.
 
    
 
   “Obviously.  I read somewhere someone said, ‘you are what you read’ and I agree.  But back to the issue.  Faraday, are you withholding something?  I am not asking for official releases, or known resources.  I want to see where those teams went, and I believe you have access to some other method of doing that.  Come on, and spill the beans,” Jerome stated.
 
    
 
   “Beans were a stable food source in old times, and I would not spill a food source.  However, you are speaking metaphorically so your point is understood.  Our Chief Engineer Brink does have a high capacity for innovation and creativity,” the AI Faraday replied.  “Do you want to know the origin for that phrase, ‘spill the beans’? There are some fascinating etymologies for that phrase.  I can set up a three-dimensional presentation in exquisite detail with all relevant information catalogued and indexed.  Shall I do that?”
 
    
 
   “No, as tempting as delving into phrase origins is, and you do know my weaknesses for those.  At this time, I do not want a phantasm of your mechanical ponderings.  Please do not divert away from my question.  I agree that Brink does have a remarkable talent for origination. What new communication source is there?  Just ask Copernicus what new inventions have been made and then conjecture how those are going to help us to see what the adventurers are doing.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, you are suggesting something with very little chance of success.  The Chief Engineer Brink’s artificial intelligence system, Copernicus, will not divulge classified information to me any sooner than to you.  You can request that information yourself.”  Faraday sounded almost annoyed at the suggestion.  “You will receive the same denial that I would get if I made that inquiry.”  
 
    
 
   “Please run the conjecture and use all the possibilities you can,” Jerome said.  “Include all new and even unofficial potentials.”
 
    
 
   “Conjecture completed.  There is no way to remotely observe the teams of adventurers beyond the systems you are already operating.  That includes using aerial surveillance from the spacecraft which are in testing phases,” Faraday answered.  
 
    
 
   “There are spacecraft being tested?”  Jerome asked in surprise.  “I thought the interplanetary flights were abandoned a couple of decades ago.”
 
    
 
   “You are correct, the interplanetary flights have not taken place for twenty-seven years,” Faraday replied tartly.  
 
    
 
   “Then what spacecraft are you referring to?”
 
    
 
   “There are unofficial reports of spacecraft being designed, considered, and tested.  Those spacecraft would be launched from a sling system which would rapidly eject them from the toxic environment of the Earth’s atmosphere.  Those vehicles are potentially able to project a tight beam of information directly to Dome 17’s large scale receiving equipment.  However, that technology would not allow for any potential observation of a team of adventures which are on a mission.  So the conjectures remain negative for observing any team on a mission.  That was your requested inquiry.”
 
    
 
   “Faraday, you are frustrating at times,” Jerome replied.  “But you did find a way for me to get into the ceilings and come up here to the upper levels so I could fiddle with the monitoring equipment.  So I will keep you around.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  Jerome, you are being somewhat obtuse as well as excessively general and nonspecific.  You are not literally in a ceiling.  The upper levels of Dome 17 are officially sealed and secured as a measure to conserve the dome, improve technological efficiency, and continue operations.  The vast majority, 97.5% of these levels, are sealed and inaccessible.  You are only able to enter the maintenance shafts, what you apparently are now calling the ceiling, where you have built your customized external monitoring station.  Those maintenance shaft locations must remain ventilated, pressurized, heated, cooled, and functional, otherwise the homeostasis of Dome 17 would be compromised.  The technology demands these areas remain in this condition.  As I said, the vast majority of the upper levels are closed and sealed.  Therefore, it is incorrect when you imply I allowed you to come to the upper levels.  I only informed you about the status and condition of the maintenance shafts.  By informing you of those facts, I maintained the official position that the upper levels are sealed and restricted.  I violated no protocol or procedures by giving you the information I provided.  How you used that information was your own decision.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Faraday, you kept to the letter of the law.  Well done.  It is hard to imagine that once this dome was designed to hold 10,000 people, and now we have about fifteen hundred.  Officially, yes, my coming up here is my own fault.  Yes, it is not a ceiling, but that is hair-splitting.  Yes, I am to blame.  I admit it.  When the Committee finds out, I will exonerate you with my full confession. Yet, you did afford me the information I needed to succeed.  So can find me no way, absolutely no way at all, to monitor the teams even from here?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct, however, your phrasing which uses the term ‘absolutely’ is difficult.  I have limited knowledge, so I cannot make any absolute conjecture.”
 
    
 
   “You are again splitting hairs,” Jerome teased.  “Please do not nutpick what I say, you know what I mean.”
 
    
 
   “I believe you mean the antiquated word, ‘nitpick’ and not ‘nutpick’ unless you are coining a new phrase.  I could give you a very interesting lesson on the various meanings of the idioms coin-a-phrase, or nitpick, or split-hair.  Those also have interesting and varied origins.  May I share that with you?”
 
    
 
   “No Faraday.  I want technology to view the adventurers.”
 
    
 
   “I cannot supply that.  The technology is maximized, optimized, and at full functionality.  Some systems are stretched beyond design parameters,” the artificial intelligence system Faraday replied.  “The monitoring that is available is the best that can be achieved in these circumstances.”
 
    
 
   Jerome checked the readings again as they spoke, and still found nothing but dust, toxins, and radioactivity outside.  
 
    
 
   “Why are there spacecraft tests?”  Jerome asked abruptly. 
 
    
 
   “Because the Committee allowed it,” Faraday snapped back.
 
    
 
   “But to what purpose?”  Jerome asked.  “Why are they doing it?”
 
    
 
   “Your inquiry should be directed at Chief Engineer Brink or the Committee.  I can only make conjectures on human motivations,” Faraday answered.  “Human motivations are not always rational or logical.”
 
    
 
   “So conjecture why Brink is running spacecraft tests.”
 
    
 
   “Because he desires to do so.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are frustrating.  Perhaps I should get a different personal AI, one that is not so quarrelsome?”  Jerome smiled.  
 
    
 
   “That would be your loss, however, to humor you, I will elaborate.  As Chief Engineer, Brink is a master of developmental engineering.  He builds things, designs systems, and seeks improvement of our technology levels.  If the unofficial reports are true, it is obvious that Chief Brink has a desire, or at the very least has acquiesced to an order from the Committee, to study spacecraft flights.”
 
    
 
   “Was that so difficult for you to tell me?”
 
    
 
   “You are the one who setup my personality traits,” Faraday replied.  “As I recall…”
 
    
 
   “There they are!”  Jerome interrupted as the silhouette of a fusion truck seemed to materialize out of the dusty world outside.  “Someone made it back.”
 
    
 
   “That is the vehicle which was assigned to assess Dome 9,” Faraday reported.  “The adventurers on that mission are Hobart, Ken, and Beth.  I cannot tell the condition of who may or may not be inside the vehicle.”  
 
    
 
   The vehicle was large and bulky.  It could carry up to six people, all garbed in protective radiation absorbing materials.  It had an onboard, data stick-led guidance systems, and multiple redundancies in its power train, drive mechanisms, and fusion energy supply.  The vehicle used four large wheels which could cover most any terrain that existed on the dead Earth.  Yet, even for all its husky ruggedness, the fusion truck stalled.  It stopped moving.
 
    
 
   “They have halted?  Why?  They are seventy-nine meters from the perimeter of the dome, and they on the opposite side from the entry to the decontamination sections,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   In the monitors, he saw the door on the side of the fusion truck pushed open.  The high wind pushed back at it, but a figure inside the truck was able to slide out.  The door slammed shut as the figure slipped to the ground.  The figure immediately stood up again.  On the other side of the truck two smaller figures moved out past the door that remained open.  On that side, the bulk of the truck was blocking the wind.  
 
    
 
   “That must be Hobart, he is big and strong enough to stand against that wind,” Jerome said.  “But why even get out of the vehicle?  Just use it to get to the entrance.  There is only one way inside here.  Why are they doing that?”
 
    
 
   “Is that a rhetorical question, or do you want me to make a conjecture?” Faraday asked.  
 
    
 
   “Ken and Beth seem to be struggling,” Jerome observed.  “Why walk all the way?  They are on the far side of the dome.  It does not add up.”
 
    
 
   “I will make the conjecture, even without your asking.  The mostly likely scenario is that the vehicle has a mechanical breakdown.”
 
    
 
   “A fusion truck having a mechanical failure?”  Jerome asked.  His mind was running through all the systems and their duplicated backups.  He could see the circuits, designs, and schematics in his mind’s eye.  A failure in one of those over-engineered systems, with the multiple redundancies, was hard to envision.  Yet the tan toxic environment was relentless and in its own impersonal way, ruthlessly unstoppable.  
 
    
 
   The three adventurers had strapped themselves together and were now walking toward the dome.  Hobart, about ten centimeters taller than the smaller of the other two, Beth, was shielding them from the wind as he leaned into it.  In addition to the connecting straps, all three had cables linking them together as they pushed forward.   At times the dust was still so think it was hard to see all three of them at the same moment. 
 
    
 
   Jerome spoke in a commanding tone.  “Faraday, turn on whatever exterior lighting you can and help guide them around the shortest way to the entrance.  Their RAM clothing will protect them, but the less time they have to walk out there the better off they will be.”
 
    
 
   “The lights have been activated,” the AI Faraday replied.  “It is questionable whether or not they will be able to see them.”
 
    
 
   Jerome watched intently.  Hobart waved a bit with his arm and the other two moved to follow.  He obviously had seen the lighting and was moving accordingly.  
 
    
 
   “I stand corrected,” Faraday stated.  “Your suggestion had more merit than I conjectured.  At their present rate of ambulation, they will reach the entrance in approximately forty-five minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Make sure all this is recorded on my private data stick, but make no official recording of this.  I will be there to greet them after decontamination,” Jerome said.  “I can easily stay here until they enter, and then still get down there before they are thoroughly flushed, brushed, and dusted.” 
 
    
 
   He then watched the monitors.  The three adventurers continued their trek through the dust, wind, and toxic atmosphere.  The cameras on the dome shifted to follow their progress.  When they got right near the dome, they had less wind to confront them, but deeper drifts of dust and debris. The perspective in the monitors was also less clear.
 
    
 
   “Faraday, connect me to Cammarry, but do not allow her to see where I am,” Jerome ordered.  
 
    
 
   “As your partner, she is well aware of your unapproved excursions into these areas,” Faraday answered.  “However, the connection is made.  I placed a blank background behind your image.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome!  I will not ask where you are,” Cammarry said as her image replaced the three dimensional one Faraday had been projecting. “So do not tell me some tale.”  Cammarry rolled her narrow brown eyes, and grinned.  Her oval face, with its snub nose, twinkled with delight.  Her long, straight silky dark brown hair, was parted down the middle.  Behind her was one of the stacks called biological unit farms.  The clear, sealed, cubes contained taupe or grey colored fungi consisting of super hybridized biologicals.  Row after row of the cubes were arranged on both sides of the walkway, as high as the ceiling. 
 
    
 
   “The adventurers are back,” Jerome stated.  He knew exactly where Cammarry was walking as he recognized the biological cube farm.  When he had been younger, one of his many jobs was helping to harvest, clean, and restart those cubes which contained fungi.  He did that through modern reproduction techniques, and even sometimes through antique methods like cloning or even more old fashioned and primitive ways.  He vividly recalled dissecting the fungi while protecting the nuclear membrane to keep it intact throughout the process.  At the time he found it all rather boring and of little consequence, yet he, like all his age-mates, had learned the lessons.  He still could sing a song about processing food bars from fungi, and its lyrics raced through his mind.  
 
    
 
   “Which team?  Hobart, Ken, and Beth? Or Jamie, Karen, and Paul?”
 
    
 
   “The first team,” Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   “Again, I will not ask how you know, because if they had already cleared decontamination, I would have heard about it.  When will they enter Dome 17?”
 
    
 
   “About forty minutes or so.  I will meet you by the Portal of Purpose,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “Hey, stop teasing me about that.  I only called it that once, besides, it is our purpose.  We are adventurers and we come and go through that dilation portal.  That is our purpose in life, exploring the outside world.”  Again Cammarry was twinkling in her eyes as she spoke.  “Would you rather have some revolving door like in your old stories?  Perhaps with a concierge and valley parking?”
 
    
 
   “It was called valet parking, from what I read,” Jerome replied to the woman he adored.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry smiled, and her smallish white teeth glistened.  “Like almost all of that old world, whatever it was called, it no longer exists.  I will meet you there.  Any idea when the other team will be back?”
 
    
 
   “Not yet.”  Jerome considered waiting for the second team to return, but recalled they departed a day behind Hobart, Ken, and Beth.  “I will be there shortly.”  
 
    
 
   The image shut down, and Jerome then shifted the adjustments on the monitor he had established.  He considered shutting it down and removing it like he usually did.  “Faraday, this system will alert you when someone else is detected.  Immediately let me know when you receive that signal.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  However, you are aware that leaving these unofficial monitors in place while they are functioning increases your risk of detection, correct?” the AI asked.  “The risk is minimal, but increases the longer the monitors are powered on.”
 
    
 
   “What will the Committee do, throw me outside?”  Jerome asked.  He got up and moved through the maintenance shafts.
 
    
 
   The AI’s voice followed Jerome as he progressed away and toward the ladder which would lead back to the occupied and legal parts of Dome 17.  “The Committee has any number of potential remedies which can be applied as a punitive measure.  That could include removing me as your personal artificial intelligence system.  I would find that unpleasant.  I have made many adjustments in relating to you, and would find other work less satisfactory.  There are currently no unassigned adventurers, so I would be doing other work.  Apparently, you do not care about my future.”
 
    
 
   “I would miss our repartee, and the banter between us,” Jerome replied to Faraday and descended the ladder.  He then removed a wall panel and peered beyond its opening.  It was very unlikely that anyone would be passing by, but it was possible.  The closet where the wall panel was located was empty.  He climbed out. The supplies which he had moved out of the way were just as he had left them.  
 
    
 
   Replacing the wall section and then the supplies, Jerome walked out of the closet.  
 
    
 
   There were only a few people in the hallway which led toward the medical units.  One of them was close by as Jerome stepped out.
 
    
 
   Regina, a technician, who was of medium height with shoulder length dark hair and bright eyes turned as he closed the closet door.  “I thought I heard a voice.  May I help you?”
 
    
 
   “Just me fumbling about,” Jerome said.  “Sorry if I disturbed you.  I am fine.  I must have mumbled to myself.”
 
    
 
   “No worries at all.  Keep up the good work with the missions and all.  Be safe!” Regina said with a nice smile and a hint of adoration.  She turned the corner and was out of sight as she continued on her way
 
    
 
   That was one moment when Jerome was thankful for the status he had as an adventurer.  It felt good to be looked up to by someone from the general population.  Being in the group of only twenty-five people out of the 1500 or so who lived in the dome did give him some unique status, but it felt like notoriety.  Cammarry had told him that there were some people who thought the adventurers were not carrying their load of the work, but few people were willing to study, train, and do the requirements to be an adventurer.  The attrition rate of the recent missions had also reduced interest in the job of adventurers.       
 
    
 
   He walked onward and was soon past the medical section and heading toward the cafetorium which was a gathering place. He passed some other people.  Those people did not pay much attention to Jerome, even though he was wearing the clothing that adventurers wore inside the dome.  He wondered what they would think if they saw him covered by the RAM clothing with its hood, goggles, and other accoutrements necessary for survival outside the dome.  That thought brought his mind back to Hobart, Ken, and Beth who would by now have entered the first stages of the outer portal and were in the decontamination process.  Their RAM clothing would be stripped off, and sent for destruction.  The information gathered and then stored in their data sticks would be transferred to the Dome 17 information systems.  The data sticks would then be destroyed.  Except for their fleshly bodies, nothing that had been in the outside world would enter Dome 17.
 
    
 
   “Faraday?  Have they passed through decontamination?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “There is no official report of their return, however, I have observed that energy use has risen in two stages of the decontamination chambers.  That would indicate that the first two adventurers have begun the process.  I cannot tell which ones, nor is my comment an official acknowledgement of the return of anyone.”
 
    
 
   “Let me know when they are getting through.”  
 
    
 
   “The first will be completed in nineteen minutes, if the process has not been modified,” the AI replied.
 
    
 
   Jerome recalled how tedious that process was, and how physically taxing it could be.  He had been on three missions outside of the dome, and each one had its own special troubles.  Decontamination was the last step of the process, unless you counted the after-mission briefings which were basically a boring time of sitting with a Committee member and telling them what was discovered.  That was just a rehashing of what was on the data stick and transferred to the information systems.   More often than not the briefing was a mere formality.  Jerome always let the other team members relate the facts, and only responded when directly asked.
 
    
 
   “There you are,” Cammarry said as she walked up behind him.  He was about six centimeters taller than she was, but both were lean and muscular.  Except for the elderly people who were in the senior care facility, a section not far from medical, everyone in Dome 17 was thin and fit.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry grabbed Jerome and hugged him tightly.  “What do you think they found?”
 
    
 
   Jerome shook his head.  
 
    
 
   “I hope it was something very useful.  It is about time that some of these missions to the other domes revealed positive results,” Cammarry remarked. 
 
    
 
   “You are always on a quest for information.  Remember your mission to Dome 5 provided some help with sanitation systems and recycling of human remains.”
 
    
 
   “Minimally.”  Cammarry brushed back her hair.  “We already had functional knowledge of alkaline hydrolysis for elimination of infected bodies.  Our decontamination processes are much more efficient, and Dome 5’s attempts to stem their disaster were just stupid.  They wasted water on an antique method they called aquamation.  Can you imagine wasting water?”
 
    
 
   “No.”  Jerome kissed Cammarry’s forehead gently.  “We are learning that our dome has advanced and developed better than the others.  We adapt and evolve.  Those poor souls are to be pitied, but remember history?  Far too often humans have done incredibly stupid things.”
 
    
 
   “Some even violate regulations and wander into restricted areas.”  Cammarry looked into Jerome’s hazel eyes and smiled.  “History is tragic, but not in every circumstance.  Maybe this team found something helpful?  It is conceivable that some other dome had a technological breakthrough.  Brink is not the only genius, although he is so very good with machines.  You are pretty good yourself in that area.”  Cammarry nudged Jerome affectionately.  
 
    
 
   “No one surpasses Brink with mechanical items.  Willie, maybe, but he is much more utilitarian and practical.  Brink does the math.  He unlocks the arithmetic behind everything,” Jerome said.  “Willie just uses ballpark figures.”
 
    
 
   “Ballpark?”  Cammarry asked with a grin.  “Like ricochet ball?”
 
    
 
   “No.  You know what I mean.”  Jerome nuzzled into her face and kissed her.
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are making reference to ancient sporting complexes where hundreds of thousands of people would gather all exposed to the environment, right?  Can you imagine that many people?”
 
    
 
   “Not really.  I think those legends are hyperbole, however, this dome was designed to hold 10,000 people, so maybe there were big coliseums where people gathered.”
 
    
 
   “That was back hundreds of years ago, if it ever really happened that way,” Cammarry replied.  “But back to Hobart, Ken, and Beth, what did they find?”
 
    
 
   “I have no idea, but you can ask them.  There is Beth now,” Jerome pointed.  
 
    
 
   Beth was just stepping out of the dilated portal which had ‘Restricted Access’ written above it.  Her almond shaped brown eyes, met Jerome’s and Cammarry’s.  Beth had her long brown hair pulled back into a bun which had a few loose strands.  She looked tired, even dressed in the new clothing which had replaced the RAM suit which had been sent for incineration.  
 
    
 
   “Beth!”  Cammarry rushed over.
 
    
 
   “Hello.  We made it back, but that last couple hundred meters around the dome was very difficult,” Beth said.  She usually was positive, but the exhaustion was obvious.  Looking to Jerome she said, “We did bring you back a present.”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s face revealed his surprise.  
 
    
 
   “Hobart can tell you about it.  I need to go and sleep,” Beth said and turned to go.  
 
    
 
   “But what did you find?”  Cammarry asked as she walked along with Beth.  “How many people are still in Dome 9?  Is their technology helpful?”
 
    
 
   “There is no Dome 9.  It will all be in the report at the briefing.”
 
    
 
   “No Dome 9?”  Cammarry said as she watched Beth retreat.
 
    
 
   “Another lost one,” Beth muttered as she walked away.  
 
    
 
   The portal dilated and Ken stepped out.  Cammarry and Jerome could feel the air shift as it was sucked into the decontamination chamber.  
 
    
 
   “Hello, Cammarry and Jerome.  Why am I not surprised you knew when we would emerge from that decontamination torture?”  Ken’s black hair was short and tightly twisted right near his head.  His short beard matched his head hair for color, and nearly for curliness.  His pale blue eyes looked almost as tired as had Beth’s.
 
    
 
   “Beth said there is no Dome 9.  Was it never built or were you unable to find it?”  Cammarry asked.  “What is the story?”
 
    
 
   “We found where it once was.  Just a big hole in the ground now.  Not even much ruins around, but lots of radiation.  I am especially fond of RAM suits now.  The levels around that Dome 9 hole were twelve times higher than the lethal average background on the way there.”
 
    
 
   “An atomic blast crater?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is what I thought, but the Committee will review all our findings.  We did run across some relics about five kilometers away from the hole.  A small building which somehow survived, well most of it anyway.  Nothing much to it, but it was clearly from before the Great Event.  We even recovered a few items you will like Jerome.”
 
    
 
   “Beth said it was a present for me,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “In a way.  For our archives anyway.  We found twenty-seven paper bound books in that old building. Yes, paper that survived. We scanned them all into the data stick, and that information is being transferred to the archives.”  Ken smiled a thin smile and nodded.  “You can read them after the Committee reviews the information.  Looked like old and meaningless stuff, but what do I know of obsolete writings like that?  Relics are more your hobby, right?  Kind of a wonder that the little building survived all this time.  Some old and bulky appliances were in that building as well.  One for heating, as if the outside needs to ever get hotter. It was rather strange.”
 
    
 
   “From before the Great Event?”  Jerome said.
 
    
 
   “That is what they appeared to be.  The paper in the books was so brittle and delicate it did not survive the scanning, but we got a majority of the information, text and images.”  Ken stretched his back and yawned.  “I recorded and invoiced all the appliances, but what would anyone want with antique designs?  Maybe Willie or Brink will enjoy seeing the schematics, but it was all old technology with integrated circuits, silicon, germanium, and direction contact electrical relays.  Really old stuff.   Dome 9 is just a crater.  No help for us there.  Basically we just found old-style junk and some books.”  
 
    
 
   “No billiard balls?”  Jerome spurted out.  
 
    
 
   “No balls of any kind,” Ken replied in a puzzled way.  “You and your old metaphors.”  He then summoned his personal artificial intelligence system and was asking it questions as he walked away.
 
    
 
   “That is really disappointing,” Cammarry said turning to Jerome. “To think of Dome 9 as being destroyed is tragic. I wonder if we ever will get to know why a thermal nuclear detonation took place?  We know fusion power as we have here in Dome 17 is safe, but we have been refining our power system for 100 years. You think Dome 9 personnel did that or not? Would people refuse to refine and update and improve their own technology? After all, refinement of technology is our future, right?”
 
    
 
   “Fusion technology is not an abacus,” Jerome said.  “Those who fail to adapt fail to survive.”
 
    
 
   “Here comes Hobart,” Cammarry observed. She looked toward where the doorway had dilated open.
 
    
 
   The large man stepped out.  He had to turn sideways a bit as the dilated doorway looked almost too small for him.  His hair was nearly the same color as the white clothing he had just put on in the decontamination process. His very pale blue eyes looked to Cammarry and Jerome. His pleasant personality shone out through his gaze even though his eyes showed extreme weariness.
 
    
 
   “We made it back. We actually even found a surprise!  We stumbled across something we were not expecting,” Hobart said with a smile. “Jerome my friend, you will be very pleased with what we found.”
 
    
 
   “So I have heard, from your colleagues.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry interrupted. “You actually found a structure from before the Great Event? With paper books? Machines?  What will they reveal?”
 
    
 
   “One never knows,” Hobart said with a tired smile.  He was a generally happy man with a large voice, but even he was showing the exhaustion from his mission. “Dome 9 was a complete loss. The mission briefing will be mostly about how we found the structure and the documents we recovered.” Hobart walked over and put a hand on both Jerome’s and Cammarry’s shoulder. He nodded at them, gave a grin, and walked away.  “Also, there was an unexplained failure in the fusion truck.  That will need to be thoroughly investigated.  Fortune smiled on us, the failure happened on the way back, just before we got here.  And someone even turned on some lights for us, just at the right moment.”  Hobart winked at Jerome.  “If I knew who did that, I would be so thankful.”
 
   Jerome blushed a trifle under the intense gaze of Hobart. 
 
    
 
   “Well a good deed done, anonymously, is still a good deed.”  Hobart smiled.  “May fortune smile on the other team as well.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome stood in silence for a moment. They were both pondering their own last missions outside of the dome, and were wondering when the other team that was deployed would return.  
 
    
 
   “Will Karen, Jamie and Paul have a similar problem with their fusion truck?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “I really doubt it.  This was probably an extreme fluke,” Hobart laughed a bit.  “Yes, fortune was good to us.  The fusion truck did not playout around that crater.  That would have killed us all.  I guess the extreme radiation at that site could have been a factor in the fusion truck’s eventual failure.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome pondered what he had observed of the fusion truck.  Their very best technology, and it failed them.  The find of books was intriguing, but not at the expense of someone’s life.  So far the dome exploration missions had not given any serious hope for the future.  Not even one other functional dome had been found.  Yet Jerome said nothing about that.
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned to Hobart and reached out and grasped his hand. “Finding actual paper books is amazing. The tragedy of another lost dome however, is not really a surprise. I do wonder what their story was and how they ended up as just a large radioactive crater.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, my dear Cammarry, you are always on a quest for knowledge.  What might be truly amazing is if those paper books that were scanned have information that is not in our current archives. That would be really amazing. So much was lost in the Great Event and in the times after that,” Hobart signed in weariness. 
 
    
 
   “I wonder when those documents will be ready for viewing?” Jerome said with a touch of awe in his voice.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks for meeting me on my return.”  Hobart gave them a huge smile and left.
 
    
 
   Turning back to Jerome, Cammarry said, “They might just be copies of things we already know, and it is highly doubtful anything from that era will be technologically more sophisticated than what we have now. Although I guess there are some people who theorize that there were technologies before the Great Event that may have surpassed our own.  But I know you, Jerome, you will probably find some figures of speech, idioms, and cultural expressions that were relevant to those times but have no correlation to our modern world.”
 
    
 
   “That very well may happen,” Jerome said as they walked along.
 
    
 
   “I am going over to the cafetorium and see if anyone has heard anything else,” Cammarry said.   
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?” Jerome asked with a puzzled expression on his face. “How can anyone have heard anything more? Those adventurers just came back and we were some of the first people they encountered.”
 
    
 
   “You knew they were coming back before I did,” Cammarry replied. “By the time I walk over there some of the information gathered may have already been processed. You never know what people hear.”
 
    
 
   Jerome hugged her and kissed her. He did not share the thoughts that were going through his head, about how she was going there to share the information she already had and not to learn new information. One thing about Cammarry, she loved to be able to spin a good yarn and was able to do so with a minimum amount of information.  She was always accurate, but posed questions which did make the mind wonder.
 
    
 
   Jerome walked down a different direction and proceeded to the educational center. He had a lot on his mind and wanted to be able to see some of the age-mate groups and perhaps he could read a story to the 10-year-old group.  He always found that a fun thing to do. He considered his own age-mate group and how many more there were in his group than there were in the new infant group or the five-year-old group.  These latest groups were down to only twenty-five age-mates, which did not bode well for the population of Dome 17.  
 
    
 
   Walking past the nursery, Jerome looked through the windows and saw the bassinets of the newly gestated infant group. The attendants were busy nurturing; rocking, holding, and playing with them. Jerome smiled as he considered how this group of twenty-five infants would grow up together and be lifelong friends. Few people were ever closer than your age-mate group.
 
    
 
   The twenty-five ten-year old students were just finishing an interactive lesson with biologist John. John was an older man, and being a biologist he mostly spoke about things from the ancient past. In a way, Jerome related to him differently than anyone else in the dome.  Jerome liked the old literature while John liked the old biology. The few aspects of biology in Dome 17 were all interconnected: human lifecycle biology, recycling of human wastes, and the biology necessary to make the food ration bars. The food ration bars were very simple biology, and human biology was often overshadowed by the medical facilities, and the population guidance procedures.  He knew John was actively involved in both of those areas as well as teaching the children.
 
    
 
   Jerome leaned into the classroom to listen to what John was teaching.
 
    
 
   “….  so yes children there were vast regions of water at one time covering a large percentage of the earth’s surface.  In some places that water was kilometers deep.”
 
    
 
   There was a chuckling and laughter that emerged from the crowd of ten-year-old children. One of them commented under his breath. “This must be a fairytale. I cannot ever believe that there was that much water anywhere.”
 
    
 
   “I heard what you said young man,” John stated with a wry grin. “And I certainly understand why you would say that. Currently there is no amount of water like that anywhere on the earth and we have to struggle to recycle as much water as possible.  Our efficiency and reclamation of water here in Dome 17 is very high but not quite 100%.  We do still extract a little bit of water from the outside atmosphere but that amount is less and less every year and involves every increasingly complex sterilization and cleansing.  Our deep underground cistern system provides a small amount of water as well, but it too is hard to make potable.  When I was your age we got a much larger percentage of our water through extraction processes from the outside atmosphere and ground but unfortunately now we cannot do that. However, in the distant past the water system of this planet was very impressive.  Hydrology was a vast science and it is just fascinating. Let me have my personal AI show you an ancient visual recording. Rachel Carson?”
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence named Rachel Carson responded with a mechanical voice, “Yes John how may I assist you?”
 
    
 
   “Rachel Carson please search the archives and display a video of one of the old Earth’s oceans while it was intact,” John instructed.
 
    
 
   “Most of that information is only available in limited two-dimensional format. Will that be acceptable? I could extrapolate and make a three-dimensional presentation, however, that will not be precisely what was recorded in those ancient times,” the AI Rachel Carson stated.
 
    
 
   “You are so lucky to have a personal artificial intelligence system,” one of the students muttered.  There were nods and comments of agreement from the other children.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am fortunate, not everyone has a personal AI. The Committee, senior-level staff, and all the adventurers have personal artificial intelligence systems.  You have ready access to the public education AIs as well as the archives, Dome 17 news, and all historical records, and the data sticks.”
 
    
 
   “That is not the same,” grumbled the student, and a few others made similar comments.  
 
    
 
   “You are correct.  It is not the same, but shall I have the view of the ocean shown so we can know it is not a fairytale?”  John winked at the inquisitive student and then looked over the class.  The bright and eager eyes of the ten-year-olds were on him and the student who had claimed all that water was a fairytale was now grinning from ear to ear. John then said, “Rachel Carson, the two dimensional original format will be fine. Please use the front wall of the classroom for that demonstration.”
 
    
 
   The front wall of the classroom, which was made from permalloy, shifted in color and a wide vista of an ocean view was displayed. The ocean was a turquoise blue color with light wave action.  The sky was a vibrant blue color with white clouds.  There were birds that were flying past and over the beautiful, sandy, white-colored beach.
 
    
 
   The students were quiet for a moment as they watched an ecological scene they would never see in their own world. Their eyes took in the scene in wonderment.
 
    
 
   Then the same student who had called the water a fairytale asked, “How do we know this recording or whatever this is, is…. well… genuine?  Is it real or some prevarication? The world before the Great Event had lots of fairy tales and made up stories, right?”
 
    
 
   John smiled at the young man. “You are absolutely correct. Literary fiction was quite popular then.  Fabricated entertainment was a very common thing for those masses of people.  There were also groups that did something called propaganda which was telling lies to large groups of people to try to achieve an agenda. So you are wise to question any information from that era. Our archives do meticulous work sorting out what is real from what was equivocation, fabrication or imaginary.  That enables you all to trust what the public record shows.  You may also note on any disputed issues, and there are many, there will be a disclaimer stating, ‘The records are inconsistent on this issue, and scholars are divided on this topic’ so you can know what we do not know.”
 
    
 
   “So this idea of vast amounts of water, all lumped in one place, is real?” The student asked.  “So it did not boil away?  Or get all soaked up in dust?”
 
    
 
   “The biosphere was so very different then.  Everything was in balance, sort of a perfect recycling.  Yes, just like shown in the records. A vast gathering of water was called an ocean.  Places where there were flows of water into that ocean were called rivers, streams, and creeks. There were also lakes, which were smaller than oceans but still held vast amounts of water.” John eagerly watched the student’s faces as he spoke about the water.
 
    
 
   “And there were things in the water?” The student asked incredulously. “How did they keep the toxins and radiation out of the water? Water here goes through lots of purification processes.”
 
    
 
   “Yes indeed our water does need that.  But back then freshwater was safe and drinkable as it came out of the ground, or fell from the sky.  There were two types of water, freshwater, and in the oceans and some lakes there was what was called saltwater.  While fish lived in both those water, people can only drink freshwater because it…”
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled as he recalled how John had instructed his own group of age-mates.  He realized that there would be no time for him to interact with the students.  He stepped away from the classroom while the curious student was again asking John the biologist another question. That question had to do with some kind of animal that apparently lived in the water. Jerome knew John could lecture on that topic far longer than the students would tolerate listening. Even that curious student who was so filled with questions would tire before John got to the end of his speaking about fish.
 
    
 
   The regular curriculum would involve learning all about the way the dome operated, how to make emergency repairs, and what to do to keep the systems running at peak efficiency.  That was mandatory training for all age groups. The educational system in Dome 17 was not just utilitarian, it also involved arts, music, and other topics. Jerome liked to stop by and do oral recitation of special stories to the children, however that was not likely to happen today with John there speaking about biology. John’s optimism and good natured love for his students overshadowed the impracticality of learning about biological systems that had been extinct for decades.
 
    
 
   Jerome walked away pondering the future of Dome 17 and he hoped fervently for the children to have a good and safe place to grow up and grow old.  Jerome questioned in his mind, ‘Perhaps the next mission, when it returns, will offer these children more concrete things than just hopes and desires?’  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   2 Informal traumatic reports
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome awoke early the next morning.  It was morning for the alpha shift people anyway. The one room apartment he shared with Cammarry was quiet and still. Her breathing was deep and regular as she slept soundly. He watched her and the peaceful look on her face. His mind wondered about the documents that the team had brought back with them.  He reminded himself that the documents did not come back, but the information that those documents contained did. Jerome knew the paper of those books would never see the inside of Dome 17. But what information they contained, that was a mystery that Jerome’s mind could not release.  He also was a bit surprised that the other adventurer team had not yet returned.  Faraday would have notified him if they had.  
 
    
 
   Without making much noise at all, Jerome slipped from the bed he shared with Cammarry. He pulled on a basic set of work clothes and slipped on some shoes. He wanted to do his morning calisthenics, and on many mornings he would have waited until Cammarry awoke, however on this morning he was eager to exercise.  His mind was busy, and keeping his body busy helped to maintain his wellness.
 
    
 
   He also wanted to consult his artificial intelligence Faraday, but knew if he did that it would probably awaken Cammarry and so he waited until he left the tiny apartment.
 
    
 
   In the hallway outside the apartment Jerome turned and went through his morning calisthenics routine. His routine did not take much physical space but involved many isometric exercises, stretching, and moving into positions which allowed his body to become more flexible, limber, and agile.  It also relaxed his mind. While he enjoyed an occasional game of ricochet ball, he much preferred solitary calisthenics. While he was doing those he called upon the artificial intelligence Faraday.
 
    
 
   “Has there been any sign of the other adventurer team returning?” Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   The AI Faraday responded, “I would have notified you had there been any perception of the team returning. That was what I agreed to, and I meet my agreements.  However, the monitoring system you have established is no longer functional.”
 
    
 
   “What?  Why did you not tell me?”
 
    
 
   “I did tell you, just now.  There has been no activity at the entrance to Dome 17 or in the decontamination areas.  The energy to your monitors was disrupted six hours, three minutes and forty-one seconds before you asked me the question.  I have been analyzing the factors regarding the loss of power. At this time, I cannot identify if was a deliberate act or an engineering failure. You did not build any redundancies into the monitoring system,” the AI replied.  
 
    
 
   “Let me know when you find out. Has the information the team brought back from their Dome 9 excursion been made available?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. The volumes which were recovered, were 91% already known to the archives. There were several pieces of what is called advertising which were previously unknown but each of those has been deemed as irrelevant. There were handwritten notes in one volume, and those are still being evaluated as to penmanship, content, and relevancy to the material in which they were scribbled.  There was another volume which was titled ‘Oh God. It Hurts!’ and relates a family memoir addressing the theodicy question.  That volume was unknown to our records until now.  There was another volume titled ‘The Collected Works of Mark Twain’ which has some previously lost novels.”
 
    
 
   “Philosophy?  That could be interesting.”  Jerome had just finished the last of his stretching exercises. “So as to technology or direct applicability that entire mission was basically a bust.  A cake not worth the candle.”
 
    
 
   “Becoming aware that Dome 9 no longer exists is not worthless information.  The reasons for the destruction of Dome 9, remain unclear. Perhaps when the other artificial intelligence systems analyze the information there may be further conjectures. Additionally, I am sure Brink will review the materials. The paper bound books which were surveyed and entered into our archives confirm what we already knew, so that too is not worthless information.  The additional philosophical work is not worthless, but you are correct it is not mechanical, engineering, or technological.” Faraday’s voice sounded almost indignant. “So in my opinion the cake was worth the candle, using your archaic idiom.”
 
    
 
   Jerome began walking down the corridor heading for the cafetorium. He debated whether he should wait for Cammarry to awaken before he requisitioned his food and water ration for the morning, but rejected doing that. He wanted to return to his secluded spot in the upper levels where he could work to reestablish the monitoring system and watch for the approach of the missing adventurer team.  He knew not every team returned, but he hoped this one would.
 
    
 
   There were only a few people in the cafetorium, none of them his fellow adventurers.  He nodded to Henry, who was a sanitation specialist and one of the gamma shift team leaders, but did not join him at that table.  He did not know personally anyone else there.  The gamma shift people were better known among their own community.  Jerome did not even know all the alpha shift people by name, even though he was among the alpha shift.
 
    
 
   The cafetorium was one of the largest rooms within Dome 17.  The tables were arranged in such a way as to allow people to sit individually or in groups. Only about one-tenth of the seating potential was utilized. Most chairs still faced the side walls where a person could actually see out of Dome 17.  The strongest material ever invented, permalloy, had been made transparent while it was still liquefied, and then spun into windows.  Only a few places had transparent permalloy installed in the exterior walls.  The transparent permalloy was every bit as rugged and tough as was the solid looking version, however, few places in Dome 17 had installed those type of windows.  The cafetorium was the primary exception to that design guideline.
 
    
 
   Outside the dome, the dull tan dust blew and blew.  It looked no different from here that it did from Jerome’s illicit monitoring spot.  Seen directly, or by viewing technology, the tan and dusty world was just an endless reminder of the lost ecosystems and biosphere that had once been humanity’s cradle of incubation.  
 
    
 
   It was tan and lifeless.  Except for the transgressions into that toxic mess by the adventurers, nothing much ever changed in that tan swirling wasteland outside.   Around the windows, the opaque walls of the cafetorium were the same color as most everything else that was vertical, a dull white that had tan shading.
 
    
 
   Jerome was able to get his ration bar and water allowance without waiting in line. He sat at an empty table and contemplatively consumed the nearly tasteless ration bar and drank the water. He was mulling over the bit of disappointment he felt in that there were few new books found by the previous team.  His hopes had climbed a bit and now were sliding back to their typical place.  
 
    
 
   He finished the ration bar and water, then departed.  He began his usual morning walk which would cover about 5 kilometers. Faraday interrupted him.  “There has been an energy spike in the decontamination chambers.  I surmise the team has returned.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked on.  The route he took was almost always identical, as he liked the routine as it cleared his mine as he walked.
 
    
 
   After about an hour of walking, while he was passing part of the engineering section, another adventurer came rushing up to him.
 
    
 
   “Can you believe that Karen is dead!”  Ian asked.
 
    
 
   Jerome was shocked.
 
    
 
   “You did not know?”  Ian’s brown colored face was deeply saddened and his eyes were brimming with tears.  His usual happy grin was gone. His thin lips trembled a bit as he continued to report. “Paul and Jamie just finished decontamination. Someone broke protocol and broadcast openly that Karen died.”
 
    
 
   “Do we know any details? Has the mission briefing been filed?” Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “I did not hear any other details just the fact that Karen died. I thought you already heard because of the fact that Cammarry usually is one of the first to hear these kind of things. I’m sure the details will get out soon enough,” Ian said with a resolve. “At least with this mission we may know why one of us was killed. It is always much worse when no one comes back at all.”
 
    
 
   “On that you are absolutely correct.”  Jerome squeezed the shoulder of his fellow adventurer Ian. They then parted ways as Jerome continued on his ambulation schedule. He knew Cammarry would find out about Karen right away.  He did not trouble himself by wondering why he had not heard before Ian. By the time he finished his exercise regimen and got back to the apartment Cammarry would know all the details. Cammarry’s network of associates may have brought the news to her already.
 
    
 
   Some time passed and Jerome pondered what had happened. He briskly walked around the well-lit, sterile, and tan tinted corridors of Dome 17.  He knew every corner, turn, slant, and doorway and their familiarity allowed him to move into less frequented, yet still approved areas.  The accustomed sights allowed him to ponder what had happened with Karen.  She was not the first adventurer to die on a mission, and he doubted she would be the last.  He knew no details, yet he felt angst about her death.  The hallways were quiet and still as he walked.  The other residents of Dome 17 were otherwise occupied.
 
    
 
   Breaking that quiet Cammarry burst into sight.  The look on her face told him that she already knew about Karen’s death.  In fact, she had far more information now than Ian had had.  They met in the once quiet hallway.  
 
    
 
   “I figured your AI might guide you to me,” Jerome said as they met.
 
    
 
   “Yes, my Winchell led me here.  I am just shocked about Karen,” Cammarry said as she reached out and held Jerome.  “How many adventurers have we lost now?”
 
    
 
   “Far too many.”  Jerome wrapped his arms about her.  “It seems like…”
 
    
 
   Jerome was interrupted by a disembodied mechanical voice.  “I can give you a detailed accounting of all the adventurers who are officially listed as killed or missing, starting with Karen as the most recent.” Winchell’s mechanical voice was unique and different in many ways from the AI Faraday.  “Shall I list them chronologically or alphabetically?”
 
    
 
   “Neither Winchell.  Store the information for now.  Analyze it for patterns, similarities, or other commonalities which might help us know what happened,” Cammarry instructed.  “Share it with any other adventurer who requests it.”
 
    
 
   “That will be done,” Winchell stated.
 
    
 
   “Jerome, with those data stick recordings… well… we need to be alone to talk,” Cammarry said in a hushed tone. 
 
    
 
   “What? You have heard more?”  He recognized an undercurrent in her voice.
 
    
 
   Cammarry was shaken, but nodded.  She placed her fingers over Jerome’s lips.  “Do not speak of it.  Take me to your special place.”
 
    
 
   Jerome, wondered what she had learned, so he led Cammarry back to the place where they could enter the maintenance shaft.  Climbing back to the upper level, Jerome felt uncomfortable, but knew from Cammarry’s expressions that they needed to get to somewhere which was out of the public’s eye.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry I must inform you that you are entering a restricted area.  Trespassing is not permitted here,” Winchell her AI stated.  
 
    
 
   “I know, but we need to be here.  I accept full responsibility,” Cammarry said.
 
    
 
   They stopped near the illegal monitoring equipment he had installed previously. “So what have you heard?”
 
    
 
   “Not what I have heard, what we have seen,” Cammarry said.
 
    
 
   “Please do not make me dig the answers out of you. Usually you are very free in telling your stories, this must be very serious.”
 
    
 
   “Those data stick records.  That recording we all got!”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s face told her he had no idea what she meant.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, you have not seen it?”  Cammarry’s small eyes grew wide in surprise.  “I thought you knew.  I can hardly speak about it. Winchell? Please rerun the visual recording about Dome 3 that I recently received.” Cammarry’s voice quivered a bit as she issued the command.
 
    
 
   The mechanical voice of Winchell replied, “Here is the information requested.”
 
    
 
   A three-dimensional presentation appeared in the maintenance shaft. Cammarry and Jerome watched. They saw Jamie, Karen, and Paul as they arrived to investigate Dome 3.  Then there were three separate channels, each from the point of view of the different adventurers.
 
    
 
   Jerome’s eyes widened as he observed what happened. “This is an official recording? Sorry.  Forgive me for doubting.  Of course this is genuine. Cammarry, you would not show it to me, if it were not true. This is horrific.  I am appalled.”
 
    
 
   “It appears that all the adventurers received this recording. Faraday should have told you about it.” Cammarry wiped her eyes. “Poor Karen.”
 
    
 
   “Faraday? Did you receive this recording?” Jerome was puzzled.
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system Faraday was slower to respond than Jerome expected. When it finally did reply it stated, “I did not receive that recording. There are newly placed blockages in part of my processing system. I am inhibited from receiving any information which does not come through the artificial intelligence system named Artificial Intelligence.”
 
    
 
   “Committee member Jubal’s AI?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “That is correct. I am under chastisement,” the AI Faraday replied. “The unauthorized and illicit monitoring system you established at this location was discovered. I am being held partially responsible for that.”
 
    
 
   “My personal AI is hobbled and handcuffed, and the Committee does not even tell me about it. I assume none in the monitoring equipment here will function.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry placed a hand on Jerome’s shoulder. “You do not know that it was the entire committee. It could just be Jubal. Since your AI Faraday was not deactivated, decommissioned, or reassigned, I believe the action is from only one of the Committee members.  Winchell? Run a conjecture on the blockages and restrictions which were placed on Faraday.”
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply. Sorry. There is a security boundary established around Faraday. I am unable to assess anything beyond the security boundary.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry hugged Jerome. “We should return to authorize areas. We also need to discuss that recording from Dome 3, gruesome as it is, and find out how much trouble you are in.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed. Something strange has happened.  It looks like Jubal is exercising his power, and hindering my activities by restricting Faraday, however, that visual recording from Dome 3 should only have been shared at an official meeting.  Especially in light of the death of Karen.  Distributing it covertly to the AIs is bizarre.  Why do that?  It does not seem to have been authorized by the Committee for distribution.  So something is amiss.”
 
    
 
   “Why indeed?  I also need to speak to Jamie and Paul. After what they went through, they need our friendship.” Cammarry took Jerome by the hand and together they went back to the maintenance shaft and down to the authorized areas of Dome 17.
 
    
 
   They stepped from the small closet where the concealed entrance was located. No one was in the hallway. Jerome turned to Cammarry and said, “My AI has been compromised. I know it was due to my going into restricted areas, but it galls me that my personal AI would be altered without my notification. I am going to bring this up with Committee member Jubal. It is his artificial intelligence system which is now screening everything going to Faraday.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome? With Karen’s death I believe there are more important things to be discussing with the Committee rather than your excursions into unauthorized parts of the dome. Perhaps you can just wait until the more important matters are settled?”
 
    
 
   “You might be right, but I am angry.  Cammarry, I was cut out of receiving those recordings. It is almost as if I have been excised from being an adventurer. Jubal is compromising my AI, and that compromises my ability to be an adventurer.  I cannot change Karen’s death, but I can confront Jubal about my AI, and his behavior.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome? When we go on missions our personal AIs do not come along,” Cammarry replied. “I understand you are upset; I am upset too.  However, even if the Committee took Winchell away from me I would not be as upset as you are now about Faraday. Honestly, your anger seems misplaced. I am far more troubled that Karen died.  And consider the horrors of what was happening in Dome 3.  Those things bother me greatly.”
 
    
 
   Jerome did not reply. He and Cammarry seldom argued and so he pondered what she had said while he looked into her beautiful eyes.
 
    
 
   “Jerome I can see this is very important to you.  I could be wrong, but I am going to look for Paul and Jamie to see if there is anything I can do to help them. If you need to go see Jubal, I accept that, even if it is not the choice I would make. I do agree something unusual is happening.  What with Jubal restricting your AI Faraday, and that ghastly recording coming out in the manner it did. I would have expected a major briefing with all the adventurers gathered where we all saw that information together at the same time. Instead we all, except for you apparently, got it individually. That is sneaky and strange and not at all within the established protocol.  What has the Committee been doing?”
 
    
 
   “Two selected, one elected,” Jerome replied quoting an idiom about the leadership on the Committee.  “I think I know where Jubal stands, but was it Lorna or Murial who distributed the information about the Dome 3 mission and the manner in which it came out?”
 
    
 
   “I want to ask Jamie and Paul about that as well. It looks like the recording was distributed while they were both still in the decontamination process. So neither of them did it. Unless somehow they were able to do it from the decontamination chambers?” Cammarry rubbed her nose a bit and pursed her lips. “Both of them were traumatized severely. Jamie is headstrong, and Paul is moody, but…… Winchell? Is it possible for someone going through decontamination to send information from a data stick and distribute it to all the adventurers?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s AI replied.  “No.  That is not possible.  Under the current configuration the decontamination chambers only allow for one access point for the information from a data stick to be transferred into the Dome 17 systems and that is via nonphysical contacts.  The data stick itself is incinerated after the information is transferred, and that data stick never actually enters Dome 17 areas, as the transfer point is on the rim of the decontamination system.  Therefore, no person within the decontamination chambers can alter that procedure.  The information from the data stick is directly rendered into the filtering and analysis system which is overseen by the Committee.  There is no other known way to transmit a message during decontamination.”
 
    
 
   “What about before?  Could a signal of some kind have come from outside and carried that recording?”  Cammarry pressed.  
 
    
 
   “Not by any known system,” Winchell replied.  “What you suggest is theoretically possible, but I have no indications any system like that is operational at this time.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Winchell. That is what I thought.” Cammarry kissed Jerome on the cheek. “I am going to find Jamie and Paul. If you need my help with Jubal or any other Committee member I will be there for you, but first I seek them out to help.  What a thing to experience!”
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded as Cammarry walked away.  He was angered, frustrated, confused, and somewhat annoyed by the whole situation. He cared deeply about what happened to Karen, and her death troubled him. He also had concerns about how Jamie and Paul would respond to that death. However, the alteration of his personal artificial intelligence system, Faraday, was even more of a concern.  It was a personal affront he could not ignore.  He set his mind on confronting Jubal immediately.
 
    
 
   Marching through the hallways Jerome made his way to the living quarters of Jubal. The Committee members had apartments which were basically no different from anyone else in Dome 17.  Approaching the door to that apartment, Jerome anticipated being questioned by Jubal’s artificial intelligence system.  Before it could initiate conversation Jerome stated, “I wish to speak did Jubal immediately.”
 
    
 
   A light by the side of the door lit up and the mechanical voice responded. “This is Artificial Intelligence; I will relay your request.”
 
    
 
   On any other occasion Jerome may have chuckled at the fact that Jubal’s personal AI had given itself the formal name Artificial Intelligence, however Jerome was in no mood for any type of mirth. “Tell Jubal I know what he has done about my personal AI.”
 
    
 
   The door opened and Jubal stepped into the hallway. Jubal’s dark face was severe and his nearly black eyes glared at Jerome. “Yes, I chastised your AI Faraday. Now is not the time to discuss this. There are much more important issues of real substance. The adventurer team that went to Dome 3 has returned, as you are aware.”
 
    
 
   Jerome interrupted him.  The words carrying his lie sprang forth before he consciously thought of them. “Dome 3? I have no idea what you are talking about.  You shut down my monitors, and made me technologically blind. Faraday has been shackled by you and I want to know why.”
 
    
 
   The lines on Jubal’s face softened as he heard the words. “Artificial Intelligence?  Did Faraday receive the recent unauthorized transmission about Dome 3?” 
 
    
 
   “No.  I did not allow that message to proceed to Faraday.  The restrictions you desired be placed on the AI Faraday restrict all messages.”
 
    
 
   Jubal’s countenance changed.  His eyes quit glaring. “That does make a difference.”  Jubal turned to Jerome. “The team suffered a death in Dome 3.  Karen died.”
 
    
 
   “Karen died?” Jerome asked. His facial expressions matched the surprise in his tone, even though it was all deception.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  And an unauthorized recording was transmitted to the adventurers which graphically showed the raw conditions within Dome 3.  You are fortunate not to have seen it.” Jubal placed both of his hands over his eyes. He then rubbed his short black hair which was receding from his balding head.  “Jamie has a meeting with me and she should be here momentarily. You and I can discuss your unauthorized expeditions to restricted areas of our dome later. For now, Faraday will remain at 50 percent functioning under the supervision of my AI, Artificial Intelligence.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed, a death of one of the adventurers takes precedence. Sorry to have disturbed you,” Jerome said. His mind was bouncing back and forth between the looks he had seen on Jubal’s face, and his words.  Jubal had admitted his involvement in hindering Faraday, but was not responsible for the distribution of the Dome 3 account.  Jerome had witnessed that awful record with Cammarry, but its transmission was not Jubal’s doing.  “I assume there will be an official briefing where I can learn more?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure on that score.  This violation of briefing protocol is unprecedented. I see Jamie coming now, we will discuss your transgressions at another time.”  Jubal’s dismissal was rude and abrupt.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked up and indeed Jamie was walking toward them. Her short red hair bounced in its usual manner, but her freckled face looked weary. Normally her walk was buoyant and sprightly, but now she looked more worn and defeated.
 
    
 
   Jubal retreated into his apartment, while Jamie walked past Jerome. Her Hazel eyes looked like they were carrying an immense load of emotion. Jerome reached out for her and she shifted her walk so she could pat him on the shoulder as she walked by.  Their eyes met and she gave him a slight shake of her head. 
 
    
 
   “I just heard,” Jerome muttered, unsure exactly what to say.
 
    
 
   “So word has already spread?” Jamie asked with heaviness in her voice. “No surprises.  Cammarry is certainly effective about spreading news.”
 
    
 
   Jubal spoke up from the inside of his apartment. “Cammarry is not the culprit in this matter. Jamie please come inside. Artificial Intelligence? Close and lock the door.  We are not to be disturbed.”
 
    
 
   The door sealed and Jerome walked away.  He felt he must now be in the presence of Cammarry and share what he had learned.
 
    
 
   “Faraday?  Are you functional enough to locate Cammarry?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  She is speaking to several adventurers near the recycling corridor,” the AI replied.  “The bindings placed on my operations do not restrict that function.”
 
    
 
   “How badly restrained are you?”  Jerome was angry, but felt unsure what to do next about the AI.  He considered Jubal’s word about a fifty percent decrease in function.
 
    
 
   “I am not allowed to describe the full extent of my limitations.” 
 
    
 
   “Perhaps I was barking up the wrong tree?”  Jerome said quietly.  He walked briskly to find Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “Metaphorical or literal?  Are you sure you are using that idiom correctly?”  Faraday asked.  “Trees with bark and creatures that make barking sounds have been extinct for several generations.  The idiom is generally recorded as meaning something like ‘accusing the wrong person’ or ‘searching in the wrong location’ neither of which you did.  Jubal admitted he was responsible for the limits placed upon me.”
 
    
 
   “I thought the phrase meant getting proper priorities established.  I am worried about your bindings and yet Karen died.”  Jerome wondered what Faraday thought of his priorities, but resisted asking.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Karen’s death was a tragedy.  Can you do anything about Karen’s death?” Faraday asked.
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “You can possibly do something to restore my functions.  In the meantime, shall I review figures of speech or idioms which relate to establishing priorities?”  Faraday asked.
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   Some silent minutes later, Jerome found Cammarry.  She was standing and speaking to a few other adventurers.  They were in the middle of a conversation.
 
    
 
   “So none of our AIs can identify where the recording originated,” one of them was saying.  “So it must have been a Committee member who released it. Only those three have the ability to do that.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure how Paul will handle this,” Cammarry said.  “Gretchen will keep him focused, but what a horrible thing to witness.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked up to them.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Roy, LeeAnn,” Jerome greeting the other adventurers.  “Vihaan, Estrella.”  
 
    
 
   “I think we will be summoned to a briefing shortly,” Roy stated with a wry grin.  “Whoever released the recording will not be able to hide it for long.”  His hazel colored eyes twinkled.  “Certainly, Karen’s death is a great loss, but the way the recording was put out to all of us, that is very interesting.  Why was it done like that and who did it?  I just must find out”
 
    
 
   “You are almost as eager sounding as Jamie,” Estrella said.  Her large brown eyes and medium complexion were overshadowed a bit by the deep concern on her face.  “Jamie races ahead in all she does.”
 
    
 
   “Frogs being choosy of masters?”  Jerome said.
 
    
 
   Everyone turned and looked at him.  There was puzzlement on their faces.  Cammarry spoke, “One of his old sayings, I believe.  Unless he has just spoken to John about extinct biology.  I believe ‘the frog’ was some kind of animal.”
 
    
 
   There was a suppressed chuckle.
 
    
 
   “As I was saying, Jamie rushes ahead, yes she does,” Estrella repeated.
 
    
 
   “Well she did before,” Vihaan added.  “I wonder if she will still be that way after Dome 3?”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pursed her lips.  “Paul saw the worst, from that recording.”
 
    
 
   “Is seeing it the worst?  Worse that what Karen did to herself?”  Roy asked.  “I can understand wanting to end it all, and Karen did it quickly.”
 
    
 
   Jerome said nothing as the others continued their discussion.  There were many ideas but few facts.  None of the artificial intelligence systems could identify the source of the graphic and horrible recordings made by Jamie and especially by Paul.  
 
    
 
   Not long afterward, the impromptu meeting broke up and Cammarry and Jerome walked back toward their apartment.  
 
    
 
   “Did Member Jubal restore your AI?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “No.”  Jerome paused.  “He admitted to it, but then Jamie came along.”
 
    
 
   “You saw Jamie?  How is she?  What did she say?  Why did you not tell me sooner?”
 
    
 
   “She walked past me and into Jubal’s apartment.  Nothing much to tell.  She did not elaborate on anything.”
 
    
 
   “Oh I wish I could hear that conversation,” Cammarry said wistfully.  “You do not have some covert set up to be able to hear that conversation do you?”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “Well, you are apparently the only adventurer who did not receive that recording from the data stick.  No one is sure where or who orchestrated that release.”
 
    
 
   “It was not Jamie,” Jerome related again his brief encounter with her and then reviewed his interaction with Jubal.  He finished by saying, “I am confident the release was not done by Jubal, even though he is throwing his weight around and messed up my AI Faraday.”
 
    
 
   “If Jamie did not do it, I doubt Paul would.  He might, there is a streak in him incredibly strong, despite his whining, but he was in decontamination, so it is very unlikely he did it.”  Cammarry flipped her hair and looked at the ceiling.  
 
    
 
   “There might be some new technology.  There have been space flights again,” Jerome reminded her.  “Maybe Paul had some way to access that new technology?  But why would he have it out on a ground mission?  And Jamie really did not know word had spread.”  
 
    
 
   “A real mystery.  So was it Murial or Lorna?”  Cammarry chewed on her lower lip a bit.  “Someone wanted the adventurers to know what happened, but why?  And why in this way?  Why not just wait for the briefing?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   3 Solo missions?  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As time passed rumors spread and Cammarry listened to all of them, many contradicted each other, and some were just bizarre.  Yet there was still no official briefing.  As she was walking past the recreation center she encountered two technicians that she had a passing acquaintance with.  They both worked with the Master Engineer Brink.  They had just finished a ricochet-ball match and were laughing as they exited the court. 
 
    
 
   “Hello Janet.  May I have a moment of your time?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Janet and her friend Cindy waited as Cammarry approached.  “Sure, what can I do for you?”  Janet brushed some of her brown hair out of her face, the sweat had made her hair cling together.  Beads of sweat streaked her face.
 
    
 
   “My understanding is the latest space flight went well.  Were there any problems with re-entering the atmosphere?  We take special precautions on our ground missions to other domes.  I would think the radiation, toxins, and other corrosive things in the air would play havoc with the guidance systems of a flying craft.  How did you overcome that?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   Janet’s blue eyes looked at her inquisitively.  She then glanced at Cindy who just dropped her head and averted her eyes.  Looking back, Janet’s gaze fell for an instant on the clothing Cammarry was wearing which was unique to the adventurers.  It was not a uniform so much as just a social trend, but it did separate them from the general population.  Janet nodded ever so slightly.
 
    
 
   “The return flight was designed to compensate for all those factors.  The landing was perfect,” Janet replied warily.  
 
    
 
   Cindy coughed and nudged Janet.  “You were awesome in that last match.  Janet we should be going.”
 
    
 
   “So the return was not a problem?”  Cammarry pressed, ignoring Cindy’s attempted diversion.  “Communications worked well too?”
 
    
 
   “The orbital flight tested fine, and the craft returned perfectly to the reception strip.  I think you better ask Chief Brink for more details.  I need to go now,” Janet turned and joined with Cindy as they both walked away quickly. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you!”  Cammarry called out.  She smiled to herself on her ability to gather more information.  She had direct confirmation about the space flight.
 
    
 
   Cammarry tried to uncover additional information from other sources, but only found rumors and hear-say.  The general population was unaware of what had happened in Dome 3, so Cammarry knew the recording of that horrific situation had only gone to the adventurers AIs and not to the main archives.  So the adventurers had not been open about sharing the Dome 3 events and only discussed it quietly among themselves.  There was no consensus on who released the recording, nor on exactly what the response to that information should be.  A few of the adventurers even suggested that the release of the recording was some kind of a test, but Karen’s death was too much for that possibility to be seriously considered.  Jamie and Paul were absent from the discussions, and except for Jerome’s very brief encounter, no one seemed to have spoken directly to them.  
 
    
 
   On another morning, while Jerome was doing his routine exercise walking, Cammarry ventured to the decontamination chamber entrance.  She was wondering when, or if, there was going to be some official recognition of Karen’s death.  On previous missions when an adventurer died, there was a public service of remembrance, but for this incident nothing had been said from the Committee.  Once there had even been an entire team that failed to return.  They too had been remembered officially after only a short length of time.  That Committee’s current silence, in and of itself, was in some troubling ways ominous.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned a corner and she saw Michael, Jamie’s partner.  He was dressed in radiation absorbing materials and striding purposefully toward the door which read ‘Restricted Access’ which was the passage to the only exit from Dome 17.  
 
    
 
   “Michael!”  Cammarry called and sprinted toward him.  
 
    
 
   Michael turned.  His RAM suit was perfect and all the accoutrements necessary for a mission were in place.  His wavy, dark brown hair, and intense eyes gave him a rugged appearance.  He was alone in the hall.
 
    
 
   “Another mission is going out?  Who are you teamed with?”  Cammarry asked.  Her mind was racing.  She was wondering why Michael would be leaving Jamie after her horrific ordeal.  She wondered if Jamie was going on the mission with Michael.
 
    
 
   “No teams this time,” Michael replied tersely.  
 
    
 
   “What?  What do you mean no teams?  There are always teams.  Who are you going with?”
 
    
 
   Michael looked at the floor then up to meet Cammarry’s brown eyes.  “Solo adventurer missions.  One person per dome.  Seven missions will leave this morning.  I was the last to sign up.”
 
    
 
   “Solo mission?”  Cammarry relied.  “Who?”
 
    
 
   “LeeAnn, Roy, Dave, Constance, Vihaan, and Estrella.  And me.”  Michael did not elaborate.
 
    
 
   Frustrated, Cammarry interrogated him.  “Why solo missions?  Why are you going?  Jamie needs you here.  This is idiotic.  After what happened in Dome 3?  Why send people out alone?  Why was there no briefing?  Why no meeting to discuss this?  And I will ask again, why are you going?”  Cammarry pointed her finger directly at him.  
 
    
 
   Michael looked from side to side.  He then said in a low voice, “Jubal came to us individually.  He said the Committee needed information on the other domes and he was looking for volunteers.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, why would you volunteer?”  Cammarry touched Michael’s arm. “Jamie needs you here.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie is seeing Doctor Larsen, and well….”
 
    
 
   “Doctor Larsen is incompetent and dangerous,” Cammarry interrupted.  “She is wrapped up in her own deluded mind and should not be giving advice to anyone else.  You and I both know that.  Jamie needs to see Doctor Chambers if she wants to get real help.  But why are you going on some ridiculous solo mission?  You should stay here and help her.”
 
    
 
   Michael’s eyes burrowed into Cammarry’s.  “I had no choice in the matter.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, of course you have a choice,” Cammarry replied.  “You did not have to volunteer for some single person mission to another dome.”
 
    
 
   “Actually, Jubal said if I did not volunteer, he was going to ask Jamie next.  You know how she is; she would have gone.  Especially now.  I volunteered for the last slot so she did not go.”  Michael’s eyes were wet and his lips were pulled tightly together.  “Jamie feels responsible for Karen’s death, and she would go to make some kind of atonement.  I could not let her find out Jubal was recruiting for these missions.”
 
    
 
   “Jubal would never have asked her.  The Committee would not do that.”  Cammarry’s words sounded hollow to her as she spoke them.  She knew Michael would not have agreed unless he was convinced that Jubal would have actually asked Jamie and that Jamie would have gone.
 
    
 
   “Jubal said there were seven fusion trucks ready right now, and seven possible dome locations.  The last slot was the one he offered to me. I am sure he would have next offered it to Jamie, and I could not take that risk.  Now, please Cammarry, I need to depart now.  Watch out for Jamie while I am gone. I agree with you about Doctor Larsen, she is totally worthless, but again, Jubal insisted that Jamie see her.  He told me Jamie had to see Doctor Larsen.  I thought maybe, at least, it would keep her away from being recruited for these solo missions.”  He gave her a forced smile.   “When I come back I will make it up to you.  You will get the best story of what I see on this solo mission and I will let you win at ricochet ball.  How does that sound?” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry grabbed Michael and hugged him.  “You be especially careful.”
 
    
 
   “I am coming back for Jamie.  Count on that.  Who knows, maybe the dome I visit will have advanced technology that they want to share.  Someone out that should be willing to help us.  They could solve our water recycling problems, right?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe….”  Cammarry replied, but she held back from reminding Michael that all the domes investigated so far had been dead.  Cammarry watched as Michael turned and went through the doorway.  It dilated shut behind him.  She then raced off to find Jerome.
 
    
 
   As she briskly walked she summoned her AI, “Winchell, is it true that the Committee has authorized single person missions to investigate other domes?”
 
    
 
   “Checking the records,” the AI replied.  “Affirmative, although only Committee Member Lorna has made that information available, and only if requests are made specifically about that.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry hastened into a trot and said, “Notify all the other adventurers of what you have found out.  Specify that the missions are single person, and give them all the information about that.  Tell the other adventurers to meet me in the cafetorium as soon as they can gather.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry met Jerome as he was running toward her. Together they headed for the cafetorium. “Beth received a strange message through her AI and told me about some solo missions?  Is there really a proposal for solo missions?  Beth said it was genuine.  I thought perhaps the shackles on my AI were causing faulty impedance and bogus information was being spewed around.”
 
    
 
   “Not only is it true, but seven single-person missions are already underway,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “Is the Committee horsing around or what?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry ignored his figure of speech as ran toward the cafetorium.  
 
    
 
   There were about a dozen of the adventurers already gathered in the cafetorium.  Jamie, Paul, and Gretchen were notably absent.  There were a number of other people from the general population at the various tables.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry? Why did you ask us to come here?”  Hobart inquired.  He no longer looked tired and was recovered from his mission.  
 
    
 
   “The Committee is pushing single-person missions!”  Cammarry stated.  “Your AIs can access the information.  Committee Member Lorna has it available.”
 
    
 
   “As do all on the Committee,” Murial said as she walked in.  Following her were Jubal and Lorna.  “There is no need to be rash and incite panic.”   Murial Hodgesyn was a strong woman of sixty years.  Her speckled gray hair was pulled back into a bun.  He eyes were lively but piercingly intense.  She glanced at the occupied tables where the non-adventurers were seated.  Those people quickly stood up and walked out of the cafetorium.   Murial nodded, waved and mouthed, ‘Thank you’ as they left.
 
    
 
   Turning to address the adventurers there was a somewhat annoyed look on Murial’s face.  “I do apologize for the recent confusion about the new mission parameters.  Additionally, there was the unfortunate incident where the report of the last team was inadvertently sent out prior to a proper briefing.  That should not have happened.”  
 
    
 
   Lorna looked away as Murial glanced quickly at her.  Cammarry and Jerome caught the exchange, but the other adventurers missed it.  “We are still in the process of correlating the information and then interviewing Jamie and Paul.  They are both getting psychological services by the post trauma specialists here.  We plan on holding a full and open briefing when they are recovered and ready for that.  That meeting will include all the facts from the last two missions.  We only were waiting because of their needs.  Sadly, the news about Karen got out before Jamie or Paul were ready for it to be shared.  I am told their emotional recovery from the traumatic experience will not be greatly hindered by this unfortunate series of events.”
 
    
 
   Jubal then interjected.  “As to the message which was sent out just a short while ago.  There is nothing of substance there.  Yesterday, I did meet with some of the adventurers and offered them the opportunity to volunteer for a solo mission.  Seven of them eagerly accepted those assignments and they departed this morning.  No one declined, and there were no real objections from any of them.  Their missions have the same goal as the ones you have already been on.”  
 
    
 
   Jubal swept his arms about as he continued. “My assistant, Artificial Intelligence, conjectures that these missions are of no greater risk than the previous ones have been.  You all know the basics.  Travel to a possible dome location.  Search out that place.  Make contact with the people there.  Exchange technology and information as much as is safe and possible.  If, as has tragically been the case, if the dome has failed, then you adventurers are asked to investigate the scene, record the findings, and bring those back for analysis.   So there is nothing new or very different about the missions that left today.  We decided to offer the solo missions, to select volunteers, so we can more quickly gather information, and from a wider range of locations.  That is all.   Our friend Cammarry and her vivid imagination seems to have read more into our actions than we anticipated.  Gossip is currency sometimes, but it should not be.  Scandal mongering especially in those who are well trained and educated, is just deplorable and reprehensible.”  
 
    
 
   “Jubal, no call to be mean.  Yes, Cammarry overreacted, but with all the stress of Karen’s death, and the horrific and raw scenes which were so inappropriately shared, that all was very disturbing to everyone.  After what we all saw, well, a bit of paranoia is perfectly understandable,” Murial said. She walked over and stood before Cammarry and placed a hand on her shoulder.  “All is forgiven.”  The condescending look on her face was reserved for Cammarry and lasted but a moment.  Her back was to the other adventurers, and her voice betrayed none of her contempt.
 
    
 
   Cammarry took in a gasp of air and was ready to verbally let loose a barrage of words.  Jerome remained silent, and he firmly squeezed Cammarry’s hand indicating she should do so as well.  Cammarry was incensed and gripped his hand very steadfastly, but she did refrain from a response.  
 
    
 
   Murial stepped away and turned to the others.  She gave them a wide smile and a wave of reassurance.  “You see, no need for any panic, all is in order.”
 
    
 
   “So now that this manufactured crisis has been explained, please go about your business,” Jubal said.  “We will let you know when our brave adventurers return and what news they have recovered.”
 
    
 
   The adventurers walked away easily, with only a few muttered comments.  Soon Cammarry and Jerome were the only adventurers left in the cafetorium.  The people in the general population had not returned. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry stared at Murial and recalled what she knew.  Murial had been elected to the Committee some years ago.  Her fourth term would expire this year.  Standing just behind Murial was Jubal.  He glanced expectantly between Cammarry and Jerome.  His eyes were hard.  Jubal was in the middle of his term on the Committee, and Cammarry had never seen him act in this manner before.
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked to the last member of the Committee.  Lorna was the one year randomly selected Member.  As everyone in the dome knew regarding the Committee, ‘Two elected, one selected.’  Lorna did not meet her gaze and just looked away and remained silent.  
 
    
 
   “Well, now that this foolishness is over, we have other matters to attend to,” Murial said and walked briskly away.  Jubal followed closely behind her with his nose in the air.  Lorna lingered for a moment, but then glanced at Cammarry and Jerome.  She looked away quickly, bowed her head and left.
 
    
 
   “Jerome!”  Cammarry said as she turned to him.  “Why not confront them?”  Her words echoed in the empty cafetorium.
 
    
 
   “To succeed in life, you need two things: ignorance and confidence.  Cammarry, you are full of confidence.  However, now I thought it was the time for us to show ignorance,” Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   “Ignorance?  Really? Michael was pressured into that solo mission?”  
 
    
 
   “Can you prove that?”
 
    
 
   “What?  Why should I have to prove it?  Michael told me himself,” Cammarry snapped back.
 
    
 
   “And Michael is on the mission now, out of contact with Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “Right, and they needed to know why he left….  But Jubal had already discredited me,” Cammarry said as understanding dawned on her.  “It would have looked like more paranoia if I claimed anything about Michael.”
 
    
 
   “Absolutely. Jubal had you all set up.  Better check Winchell,” Jerome suggested.  
 
    
 
   “Why?  What do you think happened? Winchell?”
 
    
 
   The mechanical voice of Cammarry’s artificial intelligence system replied.  “I am here.”
 
    
 
   “What is your status?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “I am unable to report to you my status,” the AI replied.
 
    
 
   “I thought so,” Jerome said and shook his head sadly.  
 
    
 
   “Jubal has restrained Winchell just like he did Faraday,” Cammarry said under her breath.  “This is just wrong.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed it is,” Jerome said.  “But for the life of me I am not sure why it is happening.  Muriel and Jubal are both acting very strangely.  Like they have bananas in the belfry.”  
 
    
 
   “I agree something is seriously amiss,” Cammarry said.  “Is that what you mean about bananas?  They were a type of food, right?”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   4 The bad news breaks
 
    
 
    
 
   “I am so frustrated with the restraints placed on Winchell,” Cammarry said one morning a few days later.  “All I did was share the truth that solo missions were happening, and now I am about as bad off as the general population.  I almost want to go to the education section and access the public AIs.”
 
    
 
   “For some leaders, instilling frustration is a necessary essential,” Jerome replied as he did some calisthenics next to their bed.  He had taken to staying in the apartment more since the incident with the Committee.
 
    
 
   “Jubal did not have to do this.  I cannot even ascertain if any of the adventurers on the solo missions have returned.  Winchell just keeps saying, ‘That information not accessible to you’ and so I will be one of the last to know.”
 
    
 
   “Exactly.  That may have been Jubal’s intent,” Jerome replied.  “Just as he shut me down from watching for the teams to return, so too he has now shut down your ability to learn about it.”  Jerome them proceeded onto the next series of his routine exercises.
 
    
 
   “We should go to Jubal and confront him,” Cammarry said as she stomped her foot.  
 
    
 
   “The poor eat well when they bite their tongues,” Jerome replied with a sardonic smile.  
 
    
 
   “You are right, when you tried to talk to him, it did not help at all.  It is just so frustrating.”  Cammarry sat down on one of the chairs which folded up from the floor.  “Winchell, will you please contact Jamie and request a time I can speak to her?”
 
    
 
   Winchell replied, “I have made another inquiry.  Jamie’s artificial intelligence, Sequoia, stated she is not seeing any visitors.  There is no other information.”
 
    
 
   “Then I will contact Paul,” Cammarry stated.  “Winchell, please contact Paul and arrange a meeting with him.”
 
    
 
   The AI replied, “I have made the inquiry.  Paul’s artificial intelligence, Cunda, stated he is not seeing any visitors.  There is no further information.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry thought it was extremely odd that she could not contact Jamie nor Paul.  But then she wondered to herself if Winchell was actually reporting accurately.  ‘Paul might shut himself off, but Jamie is not one to lock herself away, even after a tragedy.  Am I being fed misleading things through Winchell?’  The possibility gnawed at her thoughts. 
 
    
 
   “I am walking over to find them and see what is really happening,” Cammarry stated.    
 
    
 
   “Good luck!”  Jerome called as the door closed behind her.  
 
    
 
   And so she walked about the dome manually looking for Jamie or Paul.  Paul’s apartment door was tried, but the AI there said it was unoccupied. So Cammarry continued her quest to find them.  When she entered the cafetorium, Cammarry saw Gretchen and Paul.  They were at one of the tables.  Gretchen’s dark frizzy hair and pretty brown complexion was easy to spot, especially when she sat next to Paul whose hair was almost white blond and whose complexion was lighter than most in the dome.  They were each wearing white shirts and work pants.  She walked up to them and sat down.  She considered asking if Paul had received her request for a conversation, but then refrained.  Instead she asked, “Gretchen and Paul, did you hear about the orbital mission?”
 
    
 
   “There was another space flight?”  Gretchen asked in surprise.  Her eyes were gentle and supportive. 
 
    
 
   “It is supposed to be a secret, but it worked very well.  The sling bay launch was perfect, and the return hit the reception strip with no problems at all.  Rumor has it that Brink has perfected something,” Cammarry responded.  “It seems pretty exciting.  Those missions must be better than trips to dead domes…”  She caught herself and then looked apologetically at Paul.  “Sorry.  I do not mean to bring up a bad memory.”
 
    
 
   There was a bit of unease on Paul’s face as he replied.  “You are right.  A space flight would be better than a dead dome.  I hope this rumor is true.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry swallowed hard.  She did not like what Jubal had done, especially in discrediting her and the insinuations by the Committee painting her as a gossip.  “Well, I heard it was a single person on a solo flight.  That seems to fit with the Committee’s ideas now.  You heard they approved solo missions to the remaining domes?”
 
    
 
   “What?  That it is a poor decision,” Paul said.  His eyes burned with emotion.  “When do they propose starting those?”  
 
    
 
   “Michael is already on a solo mission,” Cammarry stated.  “He could be back anytime.  It seems kind of a secret that he went.”  
 
    
 
   Paul was quiet, Gretchen felt a bit nervous about the whole topic.  But finally she broke the awkward silence, “Why are they doing solos now?  They used to insist on a minimum of three people, sometimes more.”
 
    
 
   “The way I figure it; the Committee is seeking to learn as much as possible about the other domes as fast as possible.”  Cammarry felt odd relaying the same thing Jubal had stated.  She regretted the conversation, for from the look on Paul’s face, he did not need more stress added to him.
 
    
 
   Cammarry pondered for a brief moment, but decided she must relate more, since she had broached the topic.  She gave a concise overview of what Michael had told her, but left out the coercion regarding Jamie.  She was concerned that Paul would be anxious about being sent out on a solo mission as well.   Then Cammarry said, “They are not even waiting to see how the first solo mission goes, but just sent those missions out to other domes.  I am not sure I would volunteer to be alone on a mission.”  Cammarry shuddered in only partially mock fear.
 
    
 
   “Wonderful.  No contact back to Dome 17, and no help from someone along with you?  Sure that is a great idea,” Paul said, his words laden with sarcasm.  “I am going back to the apartment.”  Paul stood and walked away.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks for the information. Something is happening, and it gives me pause.  I wish we knew more.”  Gretchen’s face was a bit tense, but her smile was genuine.
 
    
 
   “I will keep my ears open and let you know what I hear,” Cammarry said.  She did not tell Gretchen of her AI troubles, nor of her doubts about hearing anything before anyone else did.  She stood and watched as Gretchen led Paul toward the recreation area.  ‘Paul seems better than I thought,’ Cammarry said to herself.  ‘I really doubt that Winchell was accurately reporting that Paul was refusing visitors.’
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked about and checked several other places, but did not see Jamie anywhere.  She spoke to some other people, but no one had any additional information, and a few of the adventurers were hesitant and withdrawn when she spoke to them.  Apparently, the Committee’s actions, at least those of Jubal and Murial, had caused some of the adventurers to distance themselves from Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   On her way to Jamie’s apartment, Winchell delivered a message, “Cammarry?  The Committee has issued a message.  I am allowed to play it for you, but only if you and Jerome are in your apartment.”
 
    
 
   “Oh bother,” Cammarry blew out her breath.  “How juvenile of Jubal to further restrict my AI.  I am walking back to the apartment now.”
 
    
 
   Several people who were from the general population heard her express her feelings about Jubal.  They hurriedly walked away.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  What is this about some message?”  Cammarry asked as she entered their apartment.
 
    
 
   “The one that can only be played when we are together in here?”  Jerome replied with a smirk.  “I see you heard about it as well.”
 
    
 
   “It must be about the briefing on that Dome 3 fiasco and Karen’s death.  My guess is it will also have the overdue briefing about Dome 9 where Hobart, Ken, and Beth found that radioactive crater.”
 
    
 
   “You are probably correct, but the way Faraday has been responding and how restricted it is, I would not be surprised if this was just some minor matter,” Jerome said.  “Faraday refused to play the message until you returned.  My own AI is not even my own anymore.”
 
    
 
   “Winchell?  Are you allowed to play this all important message for me now?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Sarcasm will not free me from the restraints placed upon my operations,” Winchell replied.  “Faraday and I received the same message under the same restrictions.  We will display it for you both now.  The Committee will be notified you have received this message.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry seethed, but did not respond.  She folded up a chair from the floor and sat down heavily.  Jerome sat on the corner of the bed.
 
    
 
   A three dimensional image appeared in the air in front of them.
 
    
 
    
 
   "Special message for Cammarry and Jerome.  The following message has been sent to all other adventurers, and they all have received it.  Since they have reviewed the message it can now be displayed for you.  
 
    
 
   Dome 17 Committee Only Memorandum on Colony Ship Recovery.
 
    
 
   In light of the success of faster than light communications over the last 5 years, and the newest breakthrough which has allowed development of the Piloted Faster Than Light (PFTL) scout ships,  information is now being shared about the Old World colony ship program.  Research and Development still has not been able to get past the weight and mass restrictions, so PFTL missions will only be able to accommodate two human pilots.
 
    
 
   As you are aware, information released to our dome’s general public - regarding the colony ship program - has been minimal.   The surprising lack of interest in the colony ship program by the general public has been expected.
 
    
 
   Generally speaking, the view is that the Old World’s colony ship program was a total failure.  This memorandum is to inform you about the newest finding of our reassessment of the colony ship program.  The public is unaware of these issues, and will remain so for the foreseeable future.  The PFTL missions have the real potential to directly assess what remains of the colony ships.  What the general public needs to know will be reassessed after the PFTL missions are completed.  Robotic FTL probes are ready to be dispatched to those colony ships deemed best available to re-contact.  PFLT scouts could be ready in the near future.
 
    
 
   According to the old world records, a total of seven colony ships were manufactured.  Two major factors led the leaders of the Old World to think the colony ship program possible:  modern permalloy and gravity manipulation.  Major manufacturing was from a spun material called modern permalloy.  Not to be confused with the nickel and iron alloys made about one hundred and seventy years previously, modern permalloy is still the hardest substance known to humanity.  Breakthroughs of technology in the Old World showed that, because of the strength and other qualities of modern permalloy, the colony ship projects were possible.  Combined with the gravity manipulation technology the ships were assembled in orbit over a thirteen-year period.  These ships were then inhabited with various ecological zones’ flora and fauna, rescued from preserves on earth and established in homeostasis in suitable habitats.    
 
    
 
   Each colony ship had eight separate and unique habitats populated by a thousand generational humans.  These people lived in the habitats with the full knowledge that they would spend their entire lives there.  Estimates of transit time from Earth to target world were from three to eight generations.  Ship operations were overseen by one thousand humans of the ship’s active crew, and various artificial intelligences.  The crew positions were in dynastic successions to the subsequent generation.   An additional 144,000 humans were kept in suspended animation capsules in storage bays, to be awakened upon arrival at the target world.
 
    
 
   Vanguard CS 1:
 
   Latest assessment: 23% into voyage, when an incident occurred.  Last known message received stated a mutiny had occurred and captain of ship had been assassinated by unknown crew members.  Reporting officer was J.  Baldwin, Pilot 3rd class.  No further reports.  Ship considered lost.  Trajectory plotted and potential of robotic FTL contact, 48%.  
 
    
 
   Marathon CS 2:
 
   Latest assessment: 19% into voyage when incident occurred.  No human contact, but distress signal sent from secondary Artificial Intelligence, Lenore, reports that the ship has been attacked by hostile aliens.  This date is the first contact with any alien race.  AI also reported that counter attack had begun, but message was garbled and when decrypted also contained contamination from other Artificial Intelligences.  Ship considered lost.  Trajectory plotting attempted repeatedly using all three methods of colony ship tracking.  Marginal success on plotting of course, Estimated robotic FTL contact at less than 5%.   
 
    
 
   Warren  CS 3:
 
   Latest assessment: 31% into mission when incident occurred.  Unnamed crew member reported some “disaster” on-board the ship.  The ships main Artificial Intelligence, Monitor, was put into Command Mode with only instruction to “protect human life.” One report received from the AI Monitor which stated “biological organisms killing each other.  Request immediate instructions.” Trajectory plotted and estimated robotic contact at 87%.
 
    
 
   Conestoga  CS 4:
 
   Latest assessment: Unknown time of incident.  Report received from unlabeled AI as having made planet fall.  This would be at least a century prior to when ship was scheduled to arrive.  No human messages from Conestoga.  Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at greater than 90%.  Star charts show location is not a known solar system, nor does there appear to be a solar system at that location.  Report from AI is suspect, but tracking shows ship has not moved from the reported location.   
 
    
 
   Eschaton CS 5:
 
   Latest assessment No reports of any kind from ship.  FTL communications have not received any reply.  Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at 95%.  The nature of the crew and their religious extremism may explain their failure to report.  Ship and crew considered as probably hostile.
 
    
 
   Trailblazer CS 6:
 
   Latest assessment: 14% into voyage, massive systems failures reported by Captain Josey Alberts.   Cause of malfunctions thought to be encounter with micro singularity.  Captain Alberts also reported loss of 62% of sleepers but stated “repairs underway.” 29% of way into voyage, automated distress signal activated.  No further contact.  Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at 71%.   
 
    
 
   Zubalamo  CS 7:
 
   Latest assessment: Still on course as scheduled.  No human responses to FTL transmissions.   AI Kwame reports “situation normal, all systems operational” to every request.  Uncertain if AI is functioning, and uncertain if human crew awake.  Trajectory plotted and robotic contact estimated at 90%.   
 
    
 
   Conclusions:
 
   Each of the seven colony ships in the project have fallen short of design and mission parameters.   Loss of at least three ships is probable.  Loss of human life estimated at over 70% of all sleepers.   Loss of environmental systems also a high probability.  Program review concludes colony ship program a decided failure."
 
    
 
   The images quit.
 
    
 
   “What was that about?”  Cammarry asked. “The language was stilted and just plain odd.” 
 
    
 
   “It was about the Old World colony ship program,” Jerome said with a wry smile.
 
    
 
   Cammarry glared at him, but grinned after a moment.  “It was a surprise, and I wonder why we received that.  Still no official word on Karen’s death, or on the missions?  Why no briefing?  No word at all on the solo missions?  Was this just some more nonsense played by Jubal?”
 
    
 
   “I suppose it is possible that they had a briefing and did not invite us.  We may have been excluded from pertinent information.  Jubal certainly has us tied up in knots.”
 
    
 
   “I am not physically restrained.”  Cammarry snapped and rose to her feet.  “I can still go and speak to people, and maybe learn more about why some program from a hundred years ago was discussed with us.  Unless, I wonder… Did one of the colony ships return?  Is that why they did the latest orbital flights?  I confirmed that those happened, so perhaps one of those colony ships returned?”
 
    
 
   “None of the assessments said any of them returned,” Jerome reminded her.  
 
    
 
   “True, but why tell us about them at all?  It might be possible there was an eighth colony ship which was built and remained in this solar system.  The records from back then are sketchy at best.  We know there were once settlements on Mars and on some of the moons around the gas giants.  What if an eighth colony ship was dispatched to one of those places?  We have not heard from those settlements in decades, and I assumed they had died out.  What if there was some contact?”
 
    
 
   “We have not heard officially.  With Jubal’s antics I wonder what information has been suppressed?”
 
    
 
   “Right!  They probably did find an eighth colony ship.  That would explain the orbital flights and that message about those old spacecraft colony ships.  Those things were huge, and stocked with all manner of supplies.  They were built to last generations, so if one is close, it could be salvaged.  If that is the case, then that eighth ship might have resources we need here in Dome 17.”  Cammarry was rather excited.  “Come on.  We need to speak to the others about what this means.”
 
    
 
   Together they departed their apartment.  They reached the cafetorium and got in line for the morning food and water ration.  It all felt strangely normal, and yet there was an undercurrent of something happening.  They received their ten ounces of water, and the small grey brick of food.   Cammarry and Jerome then walked over and sat with Paul, Gretchen, and some of the other adventurers.
 
    
 
   “So what did you think of that special message?”  Cammarry asked as she pushed a strand of hair back over her ear.  
 
    
 
   “Not much,” Paul replied.  “It is just old history.  How can it apply to us?”
 
    
 
   “One never knows,” Hobart said.  He was his typical self: a happy man with a large voice.  “There are rumblings of new things coming.”
 
    
 
   “You listen to Cammarry too much,” Gretchen teased.
 
    
 
   Cammarry rolled her brown eyes, and grinned.  She tried to put a happy face on the outside, but inwardly she was upset that others knew things before she did.  
 
    
 
   “I too think something big is happening,” Gwen said as she slid in next to Hobart.  “They would not have us all getting together for no reason, right?”  Hobart gave her a quick hug.
 
    
 
   “They are doing the solo missions,” Gretchen said as she finished the food ration.  “I bet the meeting is about that.”  She nodded her head toward Michael and Jamie who had just walked into the cafetorium. Jamie’s short red hair was bouncing as she walked.  It was clear she was excited that Michael was back.  Michael’s face was set in a brooding look, his dark hair thick.  He walked as if carrying an immense load.
 
    
 
   “We should go to the conference room,” Paul said in a disgusted tone.  He quickly got up and sidled away.   
 
    
 
   ‘Michael is back!’ Cammarry nearly screamed out, but restrained herself.  
 
    
 
   “You are aware that a Committee meeting is happening soon, right?”  Hobart whispered to her.  “I would hate for you to be cut off from all the fun.”  
 
    
 
   Despite Hobart’s happy whisper, there was almost palpable tension in the air between Paul and Jamie.  Paul was walking away, but glanced back toward Jamie once or twice.  Jamie ignored him.  Cammarry watched the interchange closely.
 
    
 
   “I will accompany him,” Gretchen said.  “See you at the meeting.”  She hurried after Paul who had slipped out a side door of the cafetorium.  
 
    
 
   “There is bad mojo between those two,” Jerome said and nodded at Jamie and then looked at where Paul had departed.  “That does not bode well from future missions.”
 
    
 
   “With Michael being back from a solo mission, there may not be team missions again.  And to think, Jubal had tried to hide this meeting from us,” Cammarry said.  “It is almost like he did not want us there.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry finished their food ration and followed the others out.  Entering the briefing room, Cammarry saw that Paul and Gretchen were already there as was the Committee.  
 
    
 
   “All the Committee Members are here,” Cammarry whispered to Jerome.  “They did try to cut us out of this.”
 
    
 
   Murial was seated at the triangular table with Jubal on one side, and Lorna on final side.  Murial gave a slight glance at Cammarry and Jerome.  Jubal looked at them with a brief moment of surprise, but then masked over his feelings.  
 
    
 
   Most of the seats were filled by the time Michael, followed by Jamie, came and sat down.  Cammarry watched as Paul, who was seated toward the back near Gretchen looked away.   Jamie and Paul ended up on opposite sides of the room.  Nonetheless, the stress and tension between them was great.  
 
    
 
   “Glad to see you back in one piece,” Murial said to Michael who was just sitting down. “Are you ready with your report from Dome 11?”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry wondered what Gretchen and Paul were whispering about, but where she was seated she could not hear them, and they spoke from behind their hands so she was unable to watch their lips form the words.  
 
    
 
   Michael answered Murial.  “Yes, Member, I am ready. I have recovered files from Dome 11, and the AI has them.”
 
    
 
   “AI please display files from Dome 11, and put visual images with Michael’s report.”  Murial ordered.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Member, here are the files," the AI’s mechanical voice replied. A graphic display appeared in the center of the triangular table. It looked identical from every seat’s perspective around the table.  It was far more sophisticated than the basic message display done by Winchell regarding the colony ships.  
 
    
 
   Michael sounded nearly as mechanical as the AI as he made his report.  “Dome 11 was reached in the typical manner using the old dome plotting records and maneuvering the outside rover vehicle.” 
 
    
 
   Synchronized with Michael’s report, the AI displayed images showing the breached dome, floor plans, schematics, visual records, and conjectured ideas of what utilities and power systems were estimated to be within walls, floors, and the ceilings of Dome 11.  Dust covered everything, and to many of the adventurers it recalled the horrific scenes from the illicit record of Dome 3.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry was deep in thought.  ‘Again we find that all the other domes are ruined and dead.  Why?’ 
 
    
 
   “Does anyone have any questions?”  Michael asked as he finished his presentation.  
 
    
 
   Member Lorna spoke up.  She glanced at Ken as she did.  “Did you have any difficulty in travel to or from that dead dome?” 
 
    
 
   “No, Member Lorna, I had no difficulty. The vehicle performed well, even in the dust storms and higher winds than I expected.” Michael replied with little emotion.
 
    
 
   Cammarry studied Lorna.  Her short blond hair, soft features, and penetratingly bright blue eyes did not reveal much, but there was some emotion bubbling under the surface.  Before she could ask another question, which looked to be on her lips, she was interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Did you run into any monsters?  Like a sand shark?”  Hobart’s big voice chuckled with his own joke.  
 
    
 
   “Or perhaps see the ghosts of the Great Event?”  Gwen added.
 
    
 
   That was followed by some snickers which led to more guffawing.
 
    
 
   Beth added her own comments.  “Did you find a sealed vault with canned goods and frozen foods?  Maybe eat all that delicious food on your own on the first solo?”
 
    
 
   The faces of the Committee members remained unmoved.  They neither stopped the mirth nor joined in on it.  
 
    
 
   “You were on your own, buddy.  Did you find a glacier of drinkable water?”  Allen asked while he licked his lips.
 
    
 
   “Maybe find some biological farmstead where the cows and pigs are roaming free?”  Another adventurer asked.  
 
    
 
   “It was all in my report.” Michael stated without emotion.  Jamie leaned toward him with partly open mouth.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Michael, thank you for your service. It looks clear enough that Dome 11 is also dead like the others. But let us learn the specific cause,"   Member Jubal stated in a causal way, “Artificial Intelligence, please analyze and give us the most probable cause for the demise of Dome 11.”
 
    
 
   “Jubal is certainly not very concerned,” Cammarry whispered to Jerome.
 
    
 
   “He should be.”
 
    
 
   “Too smug and self-centered,” Cammarry responded.  
 
    
 
   The AI named Artificial Intelligence, the one Jubal personally controlled, which also was overseeing and restricting Faraday and Winchell responded.  “Failure of Dome 11: inevitable. All dome systems have exceeded best-case life spans, and multiple system failure occurred.” 
 
    
 
   A traumatic silence descended suddenly on everyone in the room.  There were no more jokes, nor giggles, nor even gallows humor.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked around.  Paul and Gretchen were huddled close and whispering, and a few others were shaking their heads, but with the exception of a rare murmur, no one said anything for an uncomfortably long time.
 
    
 
   Murial broke the silence. “Using the data available, project application of known problems to our dome.”
 
    
 
   Immediately, Artificial Intelligence stated, “Failure of Dome 17 is unavoidable. Estimated time to failure is no more than one-hundred-twenty days.”
 
    
 
   “Explain your analysis of last statement,” Murial commanded with a bit of a tremble in her words.
 
    
 
   Artificial Intelligence replied, “Dome 11 technology level was nearest to this dome’s. Dome 11 failed thirteen point six years ago. All other domes assessed have consistently showed similar patterns of deterioration of systems, progressing from oldest to newest.  The permalloy used in Dome 11 was molecularly very similar to Dome 17’s, with only a 0.0078% difference in strength and composition.  The construction plan of Dome 11 is the most like Dome 17 of any dome yet investigated.  The energy production system is also…..”  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, look at Jubal,” Cammarry said and nodded.
 
    
 
   Jubal’s face was a mask, but his fingers, under the table, and only visible from where Jerome and Cammarry were seated were twisting and clasping in anxiety.  
 
    
 
   “He is terrified,” Jerome replied quietly.  “Not that I blame him, this is horrific.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry refocused and heard the final part of what Artificial Intelligence was reporting.  “….added to the social crisis which lead to the Dome 3 failure, it is clear that multiple factors have led to the other dome failures.  The records from Dome 3 show that proper maintenance is only partially effective in slowing the inevitable failure of each dome.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie seemed to have little outward reaction.  Paul was looking around at the faces of the adventurers. He placed a hand on Gretchen.  
 
    
 
   “One-hundred-twenty days?” Gretchen asked loud enough that everyone heard.  “What do we do?”  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  But we are all here,” Paul replied.
 
    
 
   “We must have another AI confirm this.  May I have Niagara do it?”  Mabel asked.  
 
    
 
   “Of course,” Murial replied.  
 
    
 
   A few anxious questions came from the crowd.
 
    
 
   “How can this happen to us here?”  
 
    
 
   “Is this why we were being sent out?  Did you know before hand?” 
 
    
 
   “Conjecture confirmed,” Mabel stated.  “My AI Niagara concurs with the one-hundred-twenty-day estimate.”
 
    
 
   Murial then spoke loudly and firmly, “This means we must implement the PFTL scout missions to the colony ships.”
 
    
 
   Jubal, his shaking hands still under the table spoke.  “I agree.”
 
    
 
   Lorna immediately added, “Indeed, it is our only option.”
 
    
 
   Muttering took place around the room, but overall it was a sense of shock that had hit the adventurers.   None of them were old enough to remember life before the dome, and the terrors of the ear before the dome was built.  The stories they had heard were more like legends and myths than believable history.  The dome was their rock and foundation.  In their deepest thoughts, no one seriously had contemplated that Dome 17 would end up like all the other domes.  That idea was virtually inconceivable.  Now, however, everything was different.  
 
    
 
   “The dome has always been here, and it will always be here,” Cammarry said quietly.  
 
    
 
   “Can we postpone the end of the world this time?”  Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry threw her arms around him and hugged him.  
 
    
 
   Across the room, Michael squeezed Jamie’s hand and said something to her and she responded, but that conversation was lost in the sea of other voices.  For the adventurers began to speak all at once.  There were some hesitant questions, but they vanished in the general chatter.  
 
    
 
   “The colony ships were lost, decades ago!” Jerome called out loudly.  Cammarry nodded her agreement.  
 
    
 
   “How is a dead colony ship any better than a dead dome?” Paul asked in a surprisingly loud voice, which pierced the prattle. 
 
    
 
   Paul’s partner Gretchen chimed in, “Besides, no one can get to a colony ship, they left long, long ago.”
 
    
 
   “Quiet everyone!” Lorna screamed.
 
    
 
   Her outburst broke through to everybody, and they all gave her their undivided attention.
 
    
 
   Lorna went on. “We have been checking out the status of the colony ships, and there is a good chance of reaching them.  We now have faster than light travel and are building scout ships to go to the colony ships. That along with the teleportation technology gives us some hope.”
 
    
 
   “There was a successful orbital flight,” Cammarry said with a smile.
 
    
 
   “So how long before we load everyone into one of these super ships?” Jerome asked, with near hysteria in his voice.
 
    
 
   Cammarry was surprised at the fear Jerome expressed, but it was matched by many of those in the crowd.  
 
    
 
   Lorna looked at Jerome directly.  “We cannot load everyone into a FTL ship. The best we can build are two-person scout ships.  AI please display PFTL mission parameters. Authorization, Lorna 76A69.” 
 
    
 
   “Authorization accepted” the mechanical voice stated. Another three dimensional display appeared over the table.  It was very detailed and complete.  Lorna looked at Jubal as it was displayed, but he only looked away. The dates proved that the Committee had been investigating this plan for a long while.  
 
    
 
   Lorna stood and flung her arm toward the display.  “As you can see, there is a good possibility of recovering a working colony ship. When we do that, we will need to establish a teleportation receiving pad on the colony ship. None of them were anywhere close to that technology. But the raw materials to make the receiving pad should be there, and with the plans and components you take; it will be easy enough to use colony ship stuff to build a receiving pad. So then when that happens, people from here just basically walk through a teleportation system and walk off on the colony ship.”  
 
    
 
   Gretchen said with a tone of sarcasm, “So this is why we are all here?”
 
    
 
   None of the Committee answered her.  Perhaps they did not hear as other questions came shouting forward.  
 
    
 
   “Why not just teleport to another planet? That will be as likely as finding a colony ship,” someone said from the other side of the room.   
 
    
 
   Jubal snapped out of his mood.  His hands came up and he gestured wildly.  “Just which planet would that be?  Want to go to Mars? Or Venus?  Or how about Triton or Titan? All the planets, or moons, we know about are as bad, or worse, than outside this dome. The colony ships offer habitats designed and fashioned for human survival. They are our only hope.”
 
    
 
   “Some hope.  Sounds like a wild scheme.” Paul snickered.  Both Gretchen and Cammarry looked at him. 
 
    
 
   Nodding to Jubal, Lorna said, “Yes, the Committee has looked at the possibility of finding another habitable planet, but we know that search, would take far longer than finding the colony ships. Those are seven places we know could support human life, and the plan is workable.”
 
    
 
   Michael stood and waved his hands.  Speaking in a slow and controlled manner he said, “That sounds a lot easier than it is.  First, we must find those colony ships, and if they still survive, which no one knows, we have to get there.  And we can send how many?  You say it can only be two? So two people must go to the ship in faster-than-light travel, a new technology that has not been proven over long ranges.  Then on that colony ship, and who knows what shape it is in on that ship, two people build a receiving pad out of one-hundred-year-old spare parts? And what if the humans on those ships are not open to new visitors?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry spoke to Jerome trying to calm the fear she saw on his face. “This could be really exciting.”  Her forced enthusiasm missed the mark.  
 
    
 
   Michael sat down.
 
    
 
   “Yes, basically that is what will be needed, and yes there are large challenges to overcome. But is there really any other choice?”  Murial spoke out.  
 
    
 
   Jamie stood up and in a bold, clear voice stated, “Michael and I volunteer for the first mission!”
 
    
 
   “Atonement,” Cammarry said to Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “What atonement is there for blood spilt upon the earth?”  Jerome said.  “The beginning of atonement is the sense of its necessity.”  He looked over and saw that Paul was holding his head in his hands.  Even Hobart looked ill with the news.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael approached the Committee and exchanged a few words.  They then left.  Michael’s body language was vastly different from the bouncy spring in Jamie’s step.
 
    
 
   “Jerome, now we know why that information came about the colony ships.  We need to study it and pick one,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “At least we will be together,” Jerome replied and hugged her.  Then he spoke wistfully.  “When we meet real tragedy in life, we can react in one of two ways.  We can lose hope and fall into self-destruction, or the challenge will guide us to find our inner strength.”
 
    
 
   “Your old sayings are a comfort,” Cammarry commented with a smile.  
 
    
 
   Jerome kissed her head.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   5 picking the conestoga.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Outside the briefing room, Jerome struggled with his feelings.  He tried to summon Faraday and ask a few questions, but his artificial intelligence system only responded, “Unable to comply.  I am not allowed to answer.”  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  How can we make a decision of this magnitude with our AIs bound up so tightly?”  
 
    
 
   “So you want to volunteer as well?”  Cammarry asked.  “Winchell is also prohibited from helping me.  Can Jubal be as petty as all this?  Especially in light of what we just learned?”  She too was annoyed.  
 
    
 
   “Volunteer?  I think we must go, but I want to check on some things first.  Our artificial intelligence systems are not the only intelligence in Dome 17,” Jerome said and grasped Cammarry’s hand.  “Come with me please.”
 
    
 
   She nodded and they marched off toward the educational wing.
 
    
 
   Looking in on the classroom, they saw that John was again in a discussion with his students.  Jerome led Cammarry right into the room and interrupted it all.
 
    
 
   John turned away from the ten-year-old age-mates. “Jerome and Cammarry, what a surprise.  Class, you know these are two of our adventurers.  They are the only people who ever leave the safety of Dome 17.  They go out into the toxic world on missions.”
 
    
 
   “Why?” one of the girls in the class asked.  “Why would anyone leave home?  The dome is way big enough for everyone.  There are whole sections which are closed off.  Why go outside?”  She shuddered with the thought.
 
    
 
   Cammarry answered before John or Jerome could.  “You are right, Dome 17 is big and has lots of room.  We go out seeking some of the other domes that were built so long ago.  We want to see if we can help those other domes and the people who live in them.  If we can help people, we need to try to do it.”
 
    
 
   The bright eyed children nodded in understanding.  
 
    
 
   “So how many people have you helped?” the girl asked.  
 
    
 
   “Sadly, we have not found any people out there yet,” Cammarry answered.  “However, we are starting a new program and that might help us find thousands of people and help them.  That is why we have come to talk to your teacher, John.  May we borrow him for a few minutes?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes John, we hate to interrupt, but can we have a few moments of your time.  It is an urgent matter,” Jerome pressed.  
 
    
 
   John could tell by the looks on the adventurer’s faces that something was seriously happening.  He then turned to the class.  “Children, please divide into three person groups.  Then go to the discussion questions on your desks and come up with three solutions to problem number six.  Be sure to have solid rationale behind your proposals.  I will be back after a while and we will discuss your solutions.”
 
    
 
   The children did as instructed.  
 
    
 
   John led Cammarry and Jerome into a side room where they sat down around John’s own desk.  “What has happened?”
 
    
 
   The door shut behind them.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry gave a concise and succinct review of what had been learned at the Committee meeting, as well as describing the restrictions on the AIs they both used.  Both she and Jerome confessed to their own parts in what had happened, including Jerome’s clandestine observations from the restricted areas.  
 
    
 
   “So what do you think?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I think that you do not have permission to share this information with me.  Yet, here you are.”  John pondered for a moment.  “Time is of the essence in this case, that is clear.”
 
    
 
   “Well, we must consult with Murial on this,” John said.  He adjusted a data stick that sat in the reader on his desk.  “Please connect me with Murial.  This is an emergency.”  He then looked to Jerome.  “I must follow the proper procedures.”
 
    
 
   Murial’s face appeared on a flat display projected from the data stick.  “John, what kind of emergency are you having?” Her eyes shifted to look at Cammarry and Jerome.  “Oh, no need to explain.  I understand.  You have full access to my records and my own AI, Mishna.  I have entered authorization for you.  Help them all you can.  I know you can keep things to yourself, and trust in your continued discretion.”  A weary smile crossed Murial’s face.
 
    
 
   The image of Murial faded out. 
 
    
 
   “Murial and I knew each other….. well when she was just a young woman.  If not for my partner Amber….”  John’s voice trailed off.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry was astounded.  She knew that John’s life partner, Amber, had been a teacher as well, who was widely admired.  Since she had died, John had poured more of his time into his students and into personal reflection.  Cammarry never knew about the connection between John and Murial.  She had to suppress her urge to ask more about what sounded like a juicy bit of previously hidden information.  
 
    
 
   John pushed the side of the data stick. He then got up and walked back to his classroom.  “Children?  This will take longer than I anticipated.  You may all go out to the playground for an extended time of fun.”
 
    
 
   The children’s faces showed a mix of surprise and joy.  Then came elation.  
 
    
 
   John smiled and laughed with them.  “Yes, I am serious.  Head over there and make some happiness!  I will come and get you when I am finished here.”
 
    
 
   There was a rustle and a babbling of exultant voices as the children departed.
 
    
 
   John returned and sat down.  He initiated the data stick which displayed a two dimensional image.  John quickly reviewed the information on the colony ships, and on the proposed faster-than-light quests.  When he read the report showing only one-hundred and twenty days left for the Dome 17 systems his face turned ashen.  
 
    
 
   “Oh my, what a development.  Well, I will help in whatever way I can.  I am no adventurer, and everything I know comes from my teaching or from data sticks, books, or records from the Old World.”
 
    
 
   “Should we volunteer?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “It looks like the missions are essential,” John replied.  “But your involvement is totally up to you.”
 
    
 
   “Which ship should we chose?”  Cammarry asked bluntly.  
 
    
 
   “Alas, that is an immense decision.  I hesitate to direct you one way or the other,” John said.  He stroked his chin and looked at the ceiling.  “However, I do notice one striking difference between the seven colony ships.”
 
    
 
   “What is that?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “The planet.  See here in the report on the Colony Ship Conestoga,” John quoted off the display.  “Received from unlabeled AI as having made planet fall.  This would be at least a century prior to when the ship was scheduled to arrive.  No human messages from Conestoga.  Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at greater than 90%.”  John turned and looked at Jerome and then at Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “A planet?”  Jerome asked. “The report is dubious, and how do we know anything about it?”
 
    
 
   “Indeed, how do you know anything about any of these seven old colony ships?  What I am pointing out, and this is entirely your decision, but I am pointing out that only the Conestoga has the potential for you to set up the teleportation system on an actual planet.  None of the other colony ships have that potential.”
 
    
 
   “Why is that important?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “A planet has had millions or billions of years to evolve and sustain biological systems.  I admit there is no direct evidence of a planetary biosphere in this very limited report, but I think there are hints.  Why would the crew of the Conestoga ‘make planet fall’ unless it was a place where they could survive?  If it were like Mercury, or Saturn, or any of the other solar bodies in their current status in our system, a colony ship crew would pass them by.  But if the planet were like Earth before the Great Event, they might very well cut short their sojourn and make planet fall.  I know that is all supposition on just a few words, but I think the planet must have a biological ecosystem.  Additionally, the Conestoga has a high percentage chance of contact.”
 
    
 
   “So you would suggest we volunteer and make our request for the Conestoga?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “The destination of your quest is entirely up to you.  I am just pointing out what seems to be a unique feature of only one of the ships,” John answered.  “The decision is all yours.  But remember, these colony ships are over a hundred years old.  The biological habitats they have will all be artificially created, not naturally occurring.  Like our apparently now ill-fated dome, every mechanical system will eventually fail.  A natural biosphere is designed to last for millennia upon millennia.  To be simplistic, a planet is designed, if you want to use that term, to last far longer than the best system humans have ever designed.”
 
    
 
   “The Earth did not outlast us,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “You are so right,” John concurred.  “Had humans not worked so hard to destroy the Earth, it would still be a near paradise for us.  We and the Earth’s old biosphere evolved together to benefit each other.  Tragically, humans forgot that lesson, and here were are today.  Just one-hundred and twenty days left here at the dome.”
 
    
 
   “So you believe going to the Conestoga is a good choice?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Good choice?  I will not say that.  This quest looks to be fraught with dangers, many we cannot imagine.  You two are the adventurers.  I am just a teacher.  It does seem remarkable that teleportation and faster-than-light travel are feasible now.  Brink and his teams must be so very pleased.  Technological breakthroughs are amazing, but from what little I grasp of the situation, much falls on you adventurers. Oh and the things you will see. Oh the places you will go!  Imagine a planet which has not been ruined by radiation, toxins, and degradation.  Now that would be remarkable.  Perhaps even more so than teleportation or faster-than-light travel.  Nature is so lovely, at least from the records I have studied. Oh to see living animals on land and in the water.”
 
    
 
   Jerome said, “I recall many odd sayings and idioms about animals, but they often make no sense.”
 
    
 
   “You always did enjoy reading arcane materials.”  John grinned in joy at Jerome.  “You were a star pupil.”
 
    
 
   “When reading, do not let a single word escape your attention; one word may be worth a thousand pieces of gold,” Jerome recited a saying he had learned from John.  “I remember you modifying that and saying, ‘When reading, do not let a single word escape your attention; one word may be worth a thousand drinks of water.’ and that stayed with me to this day.”
 
    
 
   John sat back and smiled.  “Your love for knowledge as well as your disciple on physical fitness make you a perfect candidate to save us all.  To your point about animals, yes, the old sayings can be odd, especially since we do not have immediate firsthand experience with animals.  You may very well change all that with this mission.  Just imagine, to see real animals in a real biological system.  Be it a planet or in a manufactured habitat, it would be amazing.”
 
    
 
   “So you think the ‘planet fall’ statement makes the Conestoga the right choice?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, the decision is yours and Jerome’s.”  John’s face grew very somber.  “I understand the ramification of this mission are huge.  I will not make the decision for you.  Your life, and the life of everyone in Dome 17 rests on the outcome of these seven missions, but the decision to undertake this quest is yours.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you John,” Jerome said.  He looked at Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “We will request the Conestoga,” Cammarry answered as she read the same information on Jerome’s expression.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, a quest for the Conestoga,” Jerome replied.  “Our last and greatest mission.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry hugged John and then she and Jerome left his office. 
 
    
 
   “One-hundred and twenty days?”  John muttered.  “And seven teams of adventurers.  The class will enjoy their free time.  I better hone my biology skills.  I doubt those two will be the only ones who come and see me.  Now where should I start?  Oh yes, ‘The Outdoor Handbook’ I will start there.  The chapter on fishing…”
 
    
 
   All the rest of the day, Jerome and Cammarry discussed the situation.  When they went to sleep, they had reached an agreement.  In the morning they would volunteer and make the Conestoga their target.  They slept in each other’s arms.
 
    
 
   The next morning, just after finishing their typical routine, there was a physical knock on the door to Jerome’s and Cammarry’s apartment. 
 
    
 
   Jerome asked Faraday to answer the door, but Faraday did not respond.  He walked over and manually opened the door.  
 
    
 
   Murial stood there.  “I am sorry that your AIs have been deactivated.  Jubal is not rational right now, and I want you both to know there will be a meeting in two hours.  All the other adventurers have been notified, and you deserve to be there as well.”
 
    
 
   “Murial, why is Jubal so upset with us?”  Cammarry asked as she came to the door.
 
    
 
   “The stress is too much.  His AI had already been predicting possibilities like those that we discovered, but he refused to believe it.  Now there is proof, and he is still thinking life can go on in the dome as it has before.  We know now it cannot.  We all handle stress in different ways, and facing what he sees as our certain impending deaths is too much for him.”
 
    
 
   “Impending deaths?”  Jerome asked.  “You mean the one-hundred and twenty days before the dome fails?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I am not as pessimistic as Jubal is.  I think this recovery of a colony ship program has a real potential to save us, but Jubal wavers in what he believes.  As I said, he is not rational.  One moment he will be supporting the missions, the next he is ranting about some minor or imagined offense.  That is why he shut down your AIs.  He has painted you as an enemy.  Please come to the meeting.  We really need you both, now more than ever.  All the information I have on this proposal is on the data stick.  You can read it all before the meeting.”  She thrust the data stick into Cammarry’s hands.  “We need you to do this.”
 
    
 
   Before Cammarry or Jerome could ask anything else, Murial turned and hustled away.  
 
    
 
   The next hours passed quickly, and Jerome and Cammarry read all the material on the data stick.  Without their AIs, they had no way to compare or run any conjectures, but the level of detail Murial had provided was extensive.  Walking to the meeting room, they both wondered what else had been happening while their AIs were shut down.
 
    
 
   “I feel blind and deaf,” Cammarry said.  “I have not felt this isolated since before I turned fifteen.”
 
    
 
   “I know what you mean.”
 
    
 
   A somber mood had settled in on everyone in the conference room.  The dull tan walls were no different, really, even though they looked duller and more worn.  The adventurers were also subdued, except for Jamie, who was animated and excited.   The three Committee members were seated at their table: Lorna, Jubal, and Murial.  
 
    
 
   Nodding at Jerome and Cammarry Murial said, “I see we are all here,” Jerome saw Michael gesture toward several empty chairs.  Muriel also saw the movement.
 
    
 
   “Well, yes, we are all here.  Last night four of the adventurers......” Muriel caught her breath for a moment and then continued, “...self terminated.   LeeAnn, Roy, Dave, and Constance had returned from their missions to other domes last night.  They were all found dead in their apartments this morning.  The bodies are being recycled.  Files are available through the AIs.  There were no personal messages left behind.  Only Constance filed a report, and hers confirms our fears about the dome failures.”
 
    
 
   Even Jamie seemed taken aback. Paul and Gretchen looked downright stricken.  Cammarry nearly rushed over to comfort them, but before she could Jubal spoke. 
 
    
 
   “So that means we now have eight teams of two each to cover missions to seven colony ships.”  
 
    
 
   Murial glared at Jubal but went on, “The FTL robotic probes have been sent this morning.  We should be receiving FTL messages from them at any moment.  That is why you are here now.  I want you to understand all that is happening the minute we get the information.”  
 
    
 
   “May I ask a question?” Cammarry, asked.
 
    
 
   Jubal looked at her, but seemed in control of his feelings.  His face was unreadable.
 
    
 
   “Yes, please feel free to ask any questions as we await the FTL transmissions,” Muriel replied.
 
    
 
   “I was reading about the FTL drives, and we have the sling here to propel the robotic and piloted FTL missions.  But how do they come home?  The test runs out past the old moon base all were short enough for the secondary drives to bring the ships back to the dome.  But how will we get back from a colony ship many light years away?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Jubal’s eyes shifted between Jerome and Cammarry.  He was obviously surprised at the question.  
 
    
 
   Murial replied without emotion.  “FTL missions do not come back.”
 
    
 
   “They are one-way trips,” Lorna stated.  She too was emotionless in her comment.
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome had expected that answer, from what had been on Murial’s data stick.  The others in the room were silent for a long while.  From the looks on their faces, most of the adventurers had also already figured this out, yet hearing it spoken crystalized it in their minds.   
 
    
 
   Murial broke the silence.  “There is no way to come back in the FTL scout ship, but when you set up the receiving pad for the teleportation system, we can come to you.”
 
    
 
   Janae spoke up and asked, “The FTL scouts cannot just reverse course and return?”
 
    
 
   “No.”  Jubal snapped back.  
 
    
 
   “How will we know where to dock when we find some colony ship?”  A voice said from the back.
 
    
 
   “Brink has engineered a new generation of artificial intelligence systems just for these missions,” Lorna said quietly.  “They will assist you.”
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence Mishna announced: “Information arrival from faster-than-light robotic probes.  Shall I display results?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, please do,” Muriel answered.  Jerome and Cammarry watched intently the area over the center of the table as the results were displayed in three dimensional format.
 
    
 
   “Do you want detailed reports on each probe or a general overview?” The AI Mishna asked.
 
    
 
   “Begin with a general overview, and make detailed reports available to all here.”
 
    
 
   “Robotic probes found and landed on all seven colony ships: Vanguard, Warren, Marathon, Conestoga, Eschaton, Trailblazer and Zubalamo.  All colony ships show some level of functioning technology.  All also show readings of an acceptable atmosphere inside.  All colony ships also show positive signs of biological life inhabiting colony ships.  Robotic probes have placed an exact targeting beacon on each colony ship.  Piloted faster than light scout ship mission success now estimated at 95% or better for reaching colony ships.  Unexpected and unexplained premature failure of robotic probes on Marathon, Eschaton and Trailblazer shortly after beacon placement; however, all beacons still functioning.  The four remaining probes are expected to reach their life expectancy in four hours.  Beacon life expectancy is one-hundred hours.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Jerome and gave him a slight grin.  He nodded in return.  She then looked at the others.  Paul and Gretchen were huddled together speaking quietly.  Across the room, Jamie was enthusiastic.  The others had a wide range of emotions on their faces.  The common one to all was determination.  
 
    
 
   “AI, are the PFTL ships ready for deployment?” Lorna asked.
 
    
 
   “All seven are in ready status,” the AI reported.   
 
    
 
   While the adventurers were speaking, Murial tried to address them all.  “The Committee has decided to allow the two person teams, they must be one man and one woman, to choose which colony ship you want to target.  It will be on a first selected basis.  So whoever asks for a specific ship will be granted that mission.  Please!  Did you hear me?  Have your requests to me within the hour.  The first possible launch will be in ninety minutes.  People listen!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry moved over and spoke to Gretchen.  “So which ship will you select?”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Paul interrupted them.  “What do you mean, select?”
 
    
 
   “Muriel just said we can request specific ships as our destinations.  She also said we can choose our own two person teams, but insists it be one man and one woman.  That seems kind of weird, but who knows why the Committee does things?”  Cammarry tried to be light-hearted, but she inwardly feared it came across differently than she had hoped.
 
    
 
   “They always have a reason.  Gretchen, do you want to do this mission?”  There was a touch of whining in Paul’s voice, but Cammarry figured it was from all he had endured in Dome 3.
 
    
 
   “I am going for sure!” Cammarry interjected.  “Jerome and I will pick one out.  I just need to speak to him, but I have an idea where I want to go.”
 
    
 
   Paul stared at her.  His mouth dropped open a bit.  “You know this is one way and forever, right?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, I asked that question.  Where were you?  No coming back, but that is why we build a teleportation pad on the other end.  That way the people here can come to us.  We only have one-hundred and twenty days here.  Might as well live out the adventure!”  Cammarry said with a smile.  “Besides, Brink is confident that the teleportation will work.” 
 
    
 
   Paul snorted out and said with disgust, “You are almost as bad as Jamie.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  That is quite a compliment,” Cammarry said.  She forced herself to smile, but she was holding back tears.  Cammarry turned away and spoke more to Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “Paul, we need to discuss this,” Gretchen said and turned him away from Cammarry.    
 
    
 
   “Okay.  Right here?”  Paul asked.  
 
    
 
   Gretchen stood and took Paul by the hand.  “Not right here.  Take a walk with me, it looks like this could go on for a while.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome saw that Ken and Janae were huddled together.  Hobart was in a vigorous discussion with Gwen. Jamie and Michael had walked up to the Committee table, spoken to them and then left.   
 
    
 
   “We need to decide now.  Someone else may have noticed the ‘planet fall’ aspect of the Conestoga’s report.  I trust John’s assessment,” Cammarry whispered to Jerome.  She then kissed the side of his face.  “Are you with me on this?”
 
    
 
   “Absolutely.”  He kissed her full on the mouth and held her for a moment.  “We are in this together.”
 
    
 
   They walked quickly up to the Committee table.  Jubal glared at them and said, “I am not sure why you two are even here.”
 
    
 
   “We volunteer for the mission to the Conestoga,” Cammarry said and she looked directly at Murial.  “When do we leave?”
 
    
 
   “They are unqualified to go,” Jubal interjected.  “They do not follow protocols, and they do not respect authority.  I forbid them to go.  We have seven other sets which can cover all the missions.”
 
    
 
   “You forbid?”  Murial asked with a raised eyebrow.  “You forbid?”
 
    
 
   “Let all the others make their selections first,” Jubal answered.  “These two do not warrant any special treatment or privilege.”
 
    
 
   Lorna was upset.  “Adventurers died from those single person missions.  Two are still missing.  I say Cammarry and Jerome be granted their request.”  Her blue eyes bored into Jubal’s deep brown ones.  He broke eye contact first and muttered something under his breath.  
 
    
 
   “You had no objection to Jamie’s and Michael’s request,” Murial said.  “Jamie is still traumatized, and Michael just returned.  If anyone should be out of the first rotation, logically it should be them.”
 
    
 
   “They are brave and loyal, not sneaky gossips,” Jubal sputtered.  He was rubbing his eyes with his hands which shook.  “I refuse to allow these two any request.”
 
    
 
   “I call for a vote,” Lorna snapped back.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry and Jerome, we will make our decision shortly.  I am not sure if you heard me in the meeting, but the first mission will launch in ninety minutes.  The Committee will have made the decisions by then.  Since your AIs are disbanded…”
 
    
 
   “Disbanded?”  Jerome said in shock.  “Faraday is gone?  Destroyed”
 
    
 
   “You were misusing….”  Jubal began but was stopped by the extreme look on Cammarry’s face and the body language she showed.  He backed down.  
 
    
 
   Murial handed a data stick to Cammarry.  “I will send you a message through the common channel under your name.  I doubt we can keep this situation from the public much longer anyway, but I will post it to Cammarry and Jerome.  It will say a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and you will know what that means.”
 
    
 
   “Just to be clear,” Cammarry said through clenched teeth.  “Yes, means we are on the quest for the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “Some quest, this is not a fairy tale about knights and dragons,” Jubal muttered, but he did not look at anyone as he said it.  He just stared at his quivering hands.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  A yes will mean you are on the mission to the Conestoga.  You are the first to request that ship as a destination,” Murial said.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome nodded and walked away.  
 
    
 
   Other adventurers were approaching the table and Jubal’s countenance had altered and he was now all profession, kind, and supportive to the others.  
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled Cammarry along before she said anything more.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   6 preparation and the sling
 
    
 
    
 
   Just a short while later, the data stick that Jerome was carrying beeped several times.  “General message for Cammarry and Jerome: Yes.  Repeat. General message for Cammarry and Jerome:  Yes.”
 
    
 
   “So what now?”  Jerome asked.  “If Faraday still existed we would know the schedule and all that is needed.  I just wish Jubal….”
 
    
 
   The data stick beeped again.  “General message for Cammarry and Jerome: Report to Quartermaster immediately.  General message for Cammarry and Jerome: Report to Quartermaster immediately.”
 
    
 
   “There is the answer.”  Cammarry tugged on Jerome’s arm.  “Willie will give us what we need, both in information and in supplies.”
 
    
 
   They headed toward the Quartermaster’s storeroom.  As they walked along, another message came from the data stick.  “Jamie and Michael: Eschaton.”
 
    
 
   “That was one of the colony ships, right?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the one with the religious people who were considered probably hostile,” Cammarry replied.  “Murial is trying to keep us informed.  Why would Jamie and Michael choose that ship?”  
 
    
 
   “Atonement.”  Jerome was pensive.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie really was struck by what happened in Dome 3,” Cammarry commented.  “And the crazy Doctor Larsen did not help her at all, obviously.”
 
    
 
   “Doctor Larsen had never helped anyone,” Jerome affirmed.  
 
    
 
   Then a voice cried out from behind them.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!”  Gretchen was yelling and running.  Paul was following.   
 
    
 
   “What in the world are you two doing?”  Cammarry yelled back.  “Has something happened?”
 
    
 
   “We wanted to see you before you depart,” Gretchen said as she ran up to her. 
 
    
 
   “Jerome and I are going to the Quartermaster next.  I do not have much time.  You can walk with me,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “So which ship have you chosen?”  Gretchen asked.  Paul was close behind her.
 
    
 
   Cammarry glanced around. A few people were watching.  Gretchen’s running had drawn their attention.  ‘How does Gretchen know?’ she asked herself.  Then she recalled that Gretchen’s AI was probably still fully functional.  Gretchen reached out and held her arm.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry opened up and shared with her friend.  “It does not matter what people know.  I will be gone soon enough.  Jerome and I chose the Conestoga.  I believe Jamie and Michael went to that ship with the religious crazy people.  That was not for us.”
 
    
 
   “We are on the third launch,” Paul said.  
 
    
 
   “Why did you choose the Conestoga?”  Gretchen inquired her dark eyes were shining with wonder.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry hesitated for a bit.  She felt nervous trying to explain it even to Jerome or herself.  So she babbled.  “Well, the ship’s AI reports that it has landed on a planet.  The probe found it.  So we estimate that it must have found a suitable planet, or it would not have reported that, nor would the probe have found it.  A hospitable planet is the ultimate destination, so we thought it would be best to go right to that planet.  Then when we build the teleportation receiving pad, it will save all the people from here.  They can walk from Dome 17 right to the new planet, and no need to worry about some ancient colony ship.”
 
    
 
   Gretchen nodded and gave a warm smile.  “That is very logical.  I just wanted to thank you for being my friend.”  Gretchen glanced at Paul and then back.  Sadness was in Gretchen’s countenance.  “Our friend.  No matter which of us establishes the teleportation system, we will not see each other.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry swallow hard.  “Yes, I know.”  She tried to hold back tears as she hugged Gretchen and then hugged Paul.  “No long speeches or that kind of stuff.  Just some really good stories about me to the people you meet.”  She wiped her eyes and walked away quickly.  She had to offer some hope, so she turned and added.  “The planet we land on will probably already have such good teleportation and technology that I will come looking for you and rescue you both.”  She then pivoted around and proceeded toward the Quartermaster’s area.  Jerome waved his own goodbye.
 
    
 
   “They are good friends,” Jerome said quietly as he hugged her.
 
    
 
   “I hope their colony ship is safe and good for them,” Cammarry replied softly.  “After what Paul went through he deserves a calm and peaceful place.”
 
    
 
   Willie the Quartermaster was an unusual man.  His clothing was unkempt, and often looked like he had slept in it.    He had been significantly injured long ago and his one arm hung uselessly in a dirty tan sling.  Unlike nearly everyone else in Dome 17, Willie seldom used antiseptic foams at all.  His supply room had a distinct aroma unlike anywhere else, except perhaps for the elderly house complex.  There was a table covered with items and shelves were all around.   
 
    
 
   Willie also had significant eye alignment issues.  His strabismus was pronounced, which many people found disconcerting.  He appeared to be able to look intently at two different people at the same time.   Willie used this to his every advantage. To make matters even more odd, he spoke with a bit of a wheezy nasally whine.   Nothing really pronounced, but just enough to set off one’s ears.  Some claimed he did that on purpose, but others said he had always been like that.
 
    
 
   Cammarry found him eccentric and charming, but Jerome had reservations.     
 
    
 
   Indisputable was Quartermaster Willie intellect and creativity with tools and equipment.   Many of the adventurers had discussed which person was more intelligent, Brink or Willie.  Opinion was divided as each had a very capable brain, and each was a specialist in his own area.  Willie had invented many of the tools, repair and reinforcement systems, and day to day items which kept the dome functioning.  Brink had brilliant insights into reality but was more about theoretical and esoteric items.  
 
    
 
   “Well come in you two,” Willie said.  “I expected you.  Jamie and Michael just left, and you two are next.” One of Willie’s eyes looked right at Cammarry.  “Sweetheart, I hear, from some little birdie, that your artificial intelligence system was murdered.”
 
    
 
   “Willie, John would tell you that there are no birds flying around anywhere in the dome,” Cammarry said as she tried to turn her anger over the loss of Winchell incident into humor.  She was only partially successful.  
 
    
 
   “My system, Faraday, was disbanded as well.  Both Winchell and Faraday were terminated without our consent,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   “Yes, murdered.  Tragic.  Just tragic.  Such fine machinery should never be wasted like that.  Well, I have some things to give you that may brighten your day.  First, Murial says you are on the second sling launch, which leaves about an hour from now.  Jamie and Michael will leave in the first sling launch.  You will need to get the things I have designed for you, then go to medical.  That sweetie Doctor Carolyn will fix you up with all sorts of medical things.  She has a medical kit which I would have been proud to build.  That honey of a doctor says she wants to try some new things on this lame arm of mine, but hey, it has been this was for decades, so why change?  Mark that down, I said no to a pretty lady!”
 
    
 
   “Thanks for letting us know about the schedule,” Jerome stated.  “We have just a short time.  Will we be taking a standard mission set of equipment?”
 
    
 
   “Well, Brink will explain about the mass limits on his flying gizmo, and will tell you about that teleporter he has rigged up.  You will need to build the receiver. I have kept the weight and mass down on your gear as much as possible.  Energy is where we will start.  Fusion packs.  You will both carry two fusion packs.  Two each.”
 
    
 
   “Willie, you are the first person who has given us any details about this mission.  Why do we need so many fusion packs?”  Jerome asked.    
 
    
 
   “Energy is key to your success.  The flying gizmo will have its own power plant and get you to that old ship, but you will need portable power, sort of like in the dead domes, you need to rely on yourself.  No telling what one of those crazy old ships will be like.  So fusion packs for both of you.  One alone will operate the teleportation receiving pad.  That will be our way of coming to you, so you make sure to build me a safe sidewalk through space!”  Willie laughed.  “The fusion packs will adapt to most any energy system so they are nearly universally useful.”
 
    
 
   “I bet you are being super redundant by giving us four,” Cammarry laughed with him.  Her stress was easing off now that she was getting some tools and had more information.  
 
    
 
   “Right you are sweetheart!  You are so cute.  Well, you get four fusion packs, so take care of all of them.”  Willie then pulled some things down from the shelves.  He was adept at working with only one arm.  “Here Are the RAM suits, which include goggles, hoods, gloves and shoes.  Nothing to worry your pretty head about from radiation.  I have also given you standard food rations for ten days, including water.  After that, I hope I am there with you to scrounge around for other food supplies.  Everything fits into these satchels, and they will be stored in that scout ship.  So now change and put on the radiation absorbing material suits.  I promise not to peek at you while you undress.”  Willie winked one eye at Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   She returned the smile as she and Jerome stepped into a vacant room and put on the blue RAM suits which had some gray accents.  The pockets and compartments in the suits were handy and easy to access.  
 
    
 
   “Willie, a questions about the power issues,” Cammarry said as she stepped back.  “What if the colony ship’s power systems are down, or disrupted?  What if there are vacuum areas? What if the thing is a derelict?  How will we get those old systems operational?  Where will we find tools and replacement parts?”
 
    
 
   “Sweetheart, you look wonderful, but slow down.  You ask pertinent questions, but I cannot give details about what you will find.  The fusion packs give you power, probably enough to run most of one of those old ships.  The tools kits give you everything you will need to build most anything.  The RAM suits give you protection, and now I give you added support.  Weapon systems.”
 
    
 
   “Weapons?”  Jerome asked with surprise.  
 
    
 
   “Here are the Willie Wackers,” the Quartermaster said as he set two hand held weapons down.  They were in well-tailored holsters.   
 
    
 
   “Willie Wacker?”  Cammarry asked with a smile.  “My dear sir, that sounds rather naughty and indecent.  Perhaps even lewd.”  She stroked her hand along the side of one of the weapons.  
 
    
 
   Willie turned bright red with embarrassment.  Cammarry laughed.
 
    
 
   Willie sputtered for a minute.  “That spunky girl Jamie called them Willie Wackers, but I did not name them that.”
 
    
 
   The weapons were gray on the top and about twenty centimeters long with sights on both ends.  The handle was flat black and molded into a fine grip for one hand.  The muzzle had a large bore.  It was very simple in design. A loading chamber opened on the top side, and a trigger assembly on the handle.
 
    
 
   Willie recomposed himself.  “Jerome, you read all those old stories and such, well, these weapons, whatever you call them, do not use chemical explosions and metal projectiles.  This weapon uses magnetic polarization and depolarization. It has a battery pack in the handle and charges whenever it is in the holster.  Charges last a long time, and it makes its own ammunition. You load anything into the chamber here,” He opened the top of the weapon, “and the mechanism compresses that stuff into tiny nuggets, perfect spheres, which it shoots out at very high velocity.”
 
    
 
   “The old fiction novels sometimes called a spaceman’s weapon a ray gun or a blaster,” Jerome said as he examined one of the weapons.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, this is Willie’s blaster that shoots!”  Cammarry said and once more stroked the weapon.  
 
    
 
   Again, Willie turned bright red and Cammarry laughed.
 
    
 
   “Willie, thank you for all the equipment,” Jerome said.  “Honestly, we appreciate it.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome slung both backpacks on, but Willie interrupted.  “No need to carry them yourself.  I will have them taken to Brink for loading into the FTL ship he has built.  He will need to calculate and figure each unit of mass.  You will need to go see that sweet Doctor Carolyn.  No need to carry these all over the dome.  What would the people say if this beautiful young woman was totting Willie’s blaster all over the place?”  Willie grinned a playful face.  
 
    
 
   “We would not want that kind of talk.  We just cannot have people saying I was playing with Willie’s blaster,” Cammarry said.  “So now we go to medical.  Thanks Willie.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, scurry over to medical and get the rest of the things you need.  There is not much time, and I am counting on you two to find me a new home.”  Willie gestured with his one arm as the left.
 
    
 
   As they walked past the everyday places of Dome 17, Jerome was tempted to yell out to the general population and explain that they had only one-hundred and twenty days left, but he was torn.  Certainly, the Committee objected to the news being made public, and Jerome was not one to be a slave to convention, yet to incite panic and fear was something he just could not do.  For a moment, he empathized with the dilemma the Committee Members faced.  If one of the missions worked, then the people would be saved, if all the missions failed, there was no hope, so why terrify the people now?  
 
    
 
   “Nothing in life is to be feared.  It is only to be understood,” Jerome said.  “I read that from some ancient world scientist.”
 
    
 
   “Well, I understand more about the mission now after speaking to Willie.  We have supplies, and now we need what medical can give us,” Cammarry replied.  “At least your idiom this time did not involve some animal.”
 
    
 
   “Oh I have one.  Obstacles and fear are like wild animals.  They are cowards but they will bluff you into terror if they can.”
 
    
 
   “You should have asked John about that one,” Cammarry grinned as they walked along.  “I wonder if there will be wild animals.”
 
    
 
   They turned a corner and entered the medical unit.  
 
    
 
   “Doctor Carolyn? We are to report to you,” Cammarry said as they walked in.  
 
    
 
   Doctor Carolyn, who was five years older than Jerome and Cammarry, being that her age group was the one just before theirs, stood near the desk.  Her shoulder length blond hair and blue eyes were not the most common coloring in the dome, as most people were darker skin toned, and had brown hair.  Of her age-mates, only three had blonde hair.   She turned to them as they entered.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  You see Daniel, the next team did make it here.  Now I will administer what they need, but please review what I am doing so the subsequent teams can get the same treatments and supplies.  That patient simply insists that I come to the senior unit immediately, the nurses have summoned me twice in the last few minutes, and I am afraid she will not comply unless I do.  These new mission teams can easily be equipped by you for their quests.”  Doctor Carolyn was very stressed and hurried.  
 
    
 
   “Why so rushed?”  Cammarry asked.  “You must understand the gravity of this situation.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed I do.  However, I also know Agnes, and she is likely to rip apart the bone stimulator as well as the entire senior unit if I fail to give her my bedside presence.  She may scare poor old Aiden to death, and at one-hundred-fourteen years old, I do not want to have him pass in that manner.   This will only take a moment.”
 
    
 
   Dr. Carolyn handed them each a glass of liquid and a purplish gel capsule.  “Take this and drink the entire glassful.  It is a broad pathogen prophylactic which will prepare you for….  Your mission.”  
 
    
 
   Both Jerome and Cammarry took the capsule and drank.  They had missed the fact that Doctor Carolyn had looked away as she explained what they were consuming. 
 
    
 
   “These two medical kits are yours as well.  One for each of you. Inside are diagnostics and treatments for all the old diseases in the archives.”
 
    
 
   She quickly handed them the small rectangular boxes.  Each was about two fingers thick and roughly hand size. Inside were numerous blue packets, and wires and probes.  There were dispensing ports on the sides and bottom.  “As I said, these kits are designed to cure any diseases in our database.  Even the ones from hundreds of years ago before the Great Event.  Just attach these probes here,” She pulled a small wire from the end.   “Place them near the injured area interfacing with the flesh and the med kit will run a diagnostic.  It will then customize treatments for that condition, be it illness or injury.  Sometimes an injection, gel, or oral medication will be dispensed here.  Additionally, multipurpose medical gel packets are stored here.  Those can be used in emergencies or if the medical kit is lost.  But do not lose it.  Where you are going….”  Doctor Carolyn stopped and looked at Daniel.  Then in a more authoritative voice she said, “Daniel, those are the basics for these missions.  I really must leave now.”
 
    
 
   She looked distressed and worried for a moment, but then just turned and walked toward the door of the medical unit.  There she stopped, and looked back.  “I wish you every possible luck.”
 
    
 
   The nurse Daniel looked long at the door after it closed.  Then he spoke.  “Please forgive her abruptness.  She is very close to Agnes, and Doctor Carolyn also had to do the post mortems on LeeAnn, Roy, Dave, and Constance.  So many suicides all in one day. I know I am worried that when Vihaan and Estrella make it back there will be more problems, not that Doctor Larsen would even care about that, but Doctor Carolyn certainly does.  With all that is happening anyone could get short and irritated.”
 
    
 
   The mention of the adventurers who had died reminded both Jerome and Cammarry of the utter seriousness of the quest for the Conestoga.  It showed on their faces.  
 
    
 
   Daniel saw that and smoothly segued into a more supportive style of communication. “Well, for what it is worth from me, I am glad you are going to explore some place as a team.  Another dome location again?”
 
    
 
   “We are always a team,” Cammarry replied with a forced smile, but she held back from telling him more.   
 
    
 
   “A monkey never watches his own tail; he watches his neighbor’s,” Jerome quipped.  When neither Daniel nor Cammarry seemed to know what he meant he added, “Two in distress makes sorrow less.”  
 
    
 
   “Right,” Daniel replied.  “So is there anything else I can do for you?”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Daniel, but I think we have everything and we are on a tight schedule,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome left medical. After they departed, Daniel pondered long and hard all that he had seen and heard.  He thought about it all the while he was setting up the next set of treatments and supplies.  “A total of seven sets adventurer couples.  Missions going out in team of two each.  It used to be three to a team, then singles, and now pairs. I wonder what is really happening and where they actually are going?”  
 
    
 
   The sling bay was on the opposite side of the dome, and down several levels.  Cammarry and Jerome walked along the elevated pathway which followed the perimeter of the dome.  The old monorail which would have taken people to the upper levels of the dome was parked on its unneeded track system.  Had Dome 17 had its full population of 10,000 people that system would have been needed and used, but as it was with less than 1,500 people now occupying the dome, it had never been put into service.
 
    
 
   As they passed the occasional clear permalloy viewing port, they could see the tan wasteland which was just outside.  The dust, dirt, and winds were unchanged and continuously swirled around in their tan tinted dances of death.  Jerome knew from the old records he had read that the Dome 17 location had once been a beautiful nature preserve, but now it was just tan and lifeless.  
 
    
 
   Reaching the far side, they went down several flights of stairs to reach the sling bay.  The final hallway which led to an auxiliary egress point for the sling bay.  Its walls were blue in color with elongated tubes which provided bright overhead lighting.  The rounded hatch at the end of the hallway opened to the sling bay.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  Are you certain this is what you want to do?”  Jerome asked.  “I will support you in whatever decision you make.”
 
    
 
   “It is hard.  I openly confess that.  We will never see most of the other adventurers again, even when we succeed.  But what is a dozen people compared to the whole population of Dome 17?  We must take this chance and go on this quest.”
 
    
 
   “I agree.  It is essential.  The hard times do not make heroes,” Jerome answered.  “We are in this together.  Jerome and Cammarry, heroes into the unknown.” 
 
    
 
   “So poetic.  The only heroes will be those who succeed in making the teleportation contact back to here,” Cammarry said.  “Just one team will succeed.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled her close and held her under the bluish light in front of the door to the sling bay.  “You will always be my hero.”
 
    
 
   Jerome activated the door which swung open.  “After you my dear hero.”
 
    
 
   They passed through a small doorway which opened into the large sling launch bay. The tan coloration even in the sling bay was ubiquitous.  The place was abuzz with various activities.  Technological equipment and engineering devices were everywhere.  The team of technicians working for Chief Engineer Brink was resetting the launch.  There were smiles on many faces and comments were passed around about the success of the first launch.  A technician came up to them and took the medical kits to add to the other supplies, backpacks, pistols and everything else which was being methodically loaded into the faster-than-light scout ship.  
 
    
 
   Brink was in the sling bay preparing the ship for departure.  “Good, you already have the flight suits on,” he called down.  “That will save a bit of time.  I must thank Willie for that.”
 
    
 
   The FTL ship carried two people, only barely, and the quarters were tight.  The ship was roughly cone shaped.  Jerome immediately thought of a bullet, perhaps from all the reading he did of old books, but also perhaps because of Willie mentioning old-style weapons.  The cabin’s two seats were visible under the nosecone of clear permalloy.  That section covered about a third of the front end of the scout.  The clear permalloy was as rugged as the rest of the craft.  Permalloy was spun into whatever shape was desired, and, when solidified, it was extremely strong, tough and light weight.  However, the scout ship did have a tan overshadowing of color.  Like so much in and around the dome, the opaque permalloy took on a cast of beige.
 
    
 
   “What is outside will always seep in, no matter how good the seal,” Jerome said as he looked at the FTL scout ship.  
 
    
 
   Brink looked over and gave a tiny nod.  “Yes, eventually every seal fails.  Today, our then first sling launch was a confirmed success.  Optimal orbit was reached and faster-than-light travel initiated.  The first team is on the way.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, to the Eschaton,” Brink replied.  He was a tall and muscular man with a quiet voice, and graying hair.  He was universally respected for his brilliant mind, and was called Chief Engineer or Master Engineer out of respect, but he preferred to be called just simply Brink.  He had personally developed and implemented the advanced technology systems they would be using.  Both the teleportation and the faster-than-light technologies had been brainchildren of Brink. A few people in the dome understood the basic principles used, especially the very advanced mathematics, but only Brink comprehended the whole big picture.  He did all his work without being haughty or arrogant.  “Now let me orient you two to the new machines.”
 
    
 
   Brink walked over and tapped the side of the FTL scout ship.  The access door opened.  “Jerome?  Cammarry?  Here is where you will enter the craft.  We have about twenty minutes or so before the launch window.  May I introduce the third person in your crew?”
 
    
 
   “Third person?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Sandie?  The team is here; will you welcome them?”  Brink said.  
 
    
 
   A mechanical voice came from the interior of the scout ship.  “Hi there!  I am Sandie.  I am your new artificial intelligence system.  I am very happy to make your acquaintance and I am thrilled about our quest to the Conestoga!  Our mission is to successfully place a teleportation receiving pad in a suitable location on board the Colony Ship Conestoga.  Completion of this mission is the highest priority, and is essential for Dome 17 survival.  I am thrilled to be of service in this great quest of ours.”
 
    
 
   “She is perky,” Jerome said.  “Not at all like Faraday.”
 
    
 
   Brink frowned.  “I heard what happened with Faraday and Winchell.  I will personally resurrect them after the sling launches take place.  Jubal was wrong.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome both looked very surprised at Brink’s comment and especially his negative facial expression.  He was known for being very positive, quiet, and non-confrontational.  He also was known for his love of artificial intelligences.   
 
    
 
   “Hello Sandie.  We are ready for an adventure,” Cammarry said.  “How will you help us?”
 
    
 
   “I am so glad you asked,” Sandie replied.  “I will be there every moment of our journey.  The faster-than-light scout, which from now on I will simply call our FTL scout, can be manually piloted, but I will be directing its operations and engaging the FTL systems.  Brink requested that I set your arrival for one-hundred meters outside of the target beacon on the robotic probe.  That should allow us to have a good place for proper assessment of the Colony Ship Conestoga.  I will be able to do scanning, take readings, make conjectures, analysis, evaluation, implementations, as we explore the Conestoga.  Additionally, I will also be monitoring your biological status and I can take limited action on my own initiative should either or both of you become injured, ill, or otherwise incapacitated.  We will succeed in this grand mission.”
 
    
 
   “Greeting Sandie,” Jerome offered.  “Forgive me for calling you perky, I meant no offense.”
 
    
 
   “I am perky!”  Sandie replied.  “That is part of what Brink designed into me as he compared your psychological needs, as conveyed by Doctor Chambers, with what type of artificial intelligence personality would best match you as a couple.  So here I am, made just right for you both.  We will be a great three-member team!”
 
    
 
   Brink smiled and patted the side of the ship with pride saying, “You can trust Sandie.  She and the other new AIs are the best we have ever designed.  Now, to the basic details.  Your FTL flight time will be just over fifteen hours.  The sling will launch you into Earth orbit.  Sandie will fly you to a designated distance away and then the FTL system will initiate and you will transit from orbit around Earth to one hundred meters off of target beacon.  You will have zero inertia when FTL systems terminate.  You and Sandie can then decide where on the Conestoga to dock.  I wish we had schematics or even some simple plans of those colony ships, but all we have are generalities, and some are conflicting.  The records are incomplete.”
 
    
 
   “Brink,” Sandie said soothingly.  “That is in no way your fault.  The records were lost long ago, and I will do my very best to find a proper way to latch onto the Conestoga. Count on me!”
 
    
 
   “Now as to the teleportation system.  Sandie has complete plans and details.  Also it is stored in every data stick you are taking along. You can familiarize yourselves with the building of the system en route or after you reach the colony ship.”
 
    
 
   “Brink?  Can we land the scout on the planet?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Planet?  Oh yes, the message from the Conestoga claims to have made planet fall.  We doubt the accuracy of that report, as there are no known star systems at that location.  I did calculate and consider contingencies nonetheless.  No, this FTL scout cannot land on a planet.  FTL and space travel are one thing, entering an unknown planet’s atmosphere, which could be a myriad of types, is far more challenging.  The sling launch can get your out of Earth’s orbit, but you cannot reenter.  The mass limits we have to work with for faster-than-light transit prohibit the proper levels of thermal shielding and configurations to meet those reentry demands.  You will need to dock with the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “I will help with that,” Sandie chimed in.  “On the remote chance that there is a planet, I have conjectured a solution.  After we establish the teleportation system, then we will have ready access to all of Dome 17’s manufacturing facilities. Once the personnel are secured, we could build the parts for a planetary landing vehicle here, and ship them through the teleportation conduit to be assembled at the target location.  Then the lander can be deployed and we can go exploring on that potential planet.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, that is a good suggestion,” Brink stated. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you sir!” 
 
    
 
   Walking into the sling bay through a different doorway were Muriel, Lorna, and Jubal.  
 
    
 
   Muriel and Lorna looked normal compared to Jubal who was barely containing his rage.  He marched over to Jerome and Cammarry.  He pointed his finger at them.  “I will have you know I was outvoted.  I do not think you are qualified for this mission.  Not qualified at all, neither by your personalities nor by your abilities.”
 
    
 
   Brink walked over.  “Control yourself or I will have you ejected from my sling bay.”  Several of the technicians were standing with their arms folded.  They looked more than ready to physically fulfill Brink’s wishes.
 
    
 
   “I am on the Committee and I will….”  Jubal began, but then he looked more closely at Brink’s countenance and at the technicians.  “I apologize…. I am just concerned for this mission… I only wanted the best and….” His words trailed off to a mumble.   He stepped back and away.   
 
    
 
   “The Committee did vote to allow you both on this mission, and you are to be commended for your bravery.” Muriel said.  Lorna walked up and gave each of them a warm hug.  
 
    
 
   Jubal stood glaring at them both.  “I have been outvoted, however, since you are going I do wish you success.”  His teeth were gritted a bit, but his eyes looked softer than moments before.  “We need this plan to succeed, and so I hope you can accomplish this.”  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Jubal,” Cammarry said with grace.  “I know the tension between us, and for anything I may have done to contribute to that, I apologize.  These times are extremely stressful, and every adventurer needs your support.  The next teams that come through here will need all three of you to give them encouragement.”
 
    
 
   “I will try,” Jubal replied. 
 
    
 
   Jerome held his tongue.
 
    
 
   “Please enter the FTL scout,” Brink said.  “For this part, all you need to do is be secured in the acceleration seats.  You will not perceive much acceleration.  The launch will commence as soon as you are secured in place.”
 
    
 
   “Come on in my new friends,” Sandie spritely called.  “Our cosmic quest is about to begin!”
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded at Murial as she and Lorna turned and walked out.  Then he followed Cammarry to the hatchway.  Only one person at a time could crawl in, turn and get settled into the seats in the ship.  They wiggled to position themselves into the seats.  There were a couple of grab bars, but no buttons, levers or hand controls of any kind.  Several panels looked like they might open, but neither of them tried to open the controls.  
 
    
 
   The outward view was intriguing.   The magnetic track, held back just mere millimeters from the exterior of the scout ship itself by the gravitronic apparatus which encircled the craft, led onward to the ejection tube.  It looked like an open maw ahead of them into which the cone of the scout would just barely fit.    
 
    
 
   Sandie, the new and spunky artificial intelligence called out, “I am ready to release the magnetic anchors and initiate gravity inhibition and inertia suppression on your signal Brink.  The crew are now getting seated into place.”
 
    
 
   “Belted in and ready to go!”  Cammarry called out.  
 
    
 
   “I too am secured,” Jerome said.  “I am reminded of the saying, ‘Begin at the beginning and go on till you come to the end: then stop.’”
 
    
 
   “I am with you in this!”  Sandie said in her mechanical voice.  
 
    
 
   “Final check, clear the sling bay,” Brink commanded.  There was no one in the launch area.  All the technicians had moved to behind the protective clear permalloy.  “Sandie, you may launch when ready.”
 
    
 
   “My fourth check of supplies and equipment is confirmed.  FTL scout ship ready at 100%.  Jerome?  Cammarry? Are you ready?  The residual of such high-speed passage will scorch the ejection tube sterile.  It will be so hot the gasses inside the tube will be fired into oblivion, but you are safe in here with me,” Sandie said.  “The gravity manipulation will negate nearly all excessive sensation of motion.  Inertia will not be a concern, that issue is being addressed and compensated.  Our passage out of the dome will appear nearly instantaneous.  Then the ejection tube will be cooled for the next sling launch.”
 
    
 
   Jerome answered.  “Ready Sandie.  ‘You don't have to be great to start, but you have to start to be great.’”
 
    
 
   “Old-World contractions?”  Cammarry laughed.  “You are using antique verbiage while in the most advanced technology the world has ever created.  This is an adventure.  Ready Sandie!”
 
    
 
   The AI Sandie replied, “I conjecture you will find the view spectacular!  Sling bay launch now.  The quest for the Conestoga begins.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   7 The conestoga is reached?
 
    
 
    
 
   The sling bay disappeared from view as the FTL scout was launched.  
 
    
 
   Sandie narrated the entire event.  “We are passing out of the remnant atmosphere of planet Earth and finishing stage one.  You are now effectively in zero-gravity and will remain in that state for the duration of the flight.  The view outside will be clearing momentarily.  I will rotate the ship for your viewing pleasure and for posterity.  We will spend approximately ninety seconds in orbit before stage two of the process is initiated.  Please watch for the stars, moon, and the retreating view of the Earth.  You will not have the opportunity to ever see this again.  I am recording it all into the data sticks for future generations to know what we have done.  Stage two will propel us away from Earth, and I estimate that process will take five minutes.  When we reach the established safe distance, I will initiate stage three and engage the FTL system.  At that point we will leave the solar system.”
 
    
 
   The tan color outside the clear permalloy of the scout shifted after a moment and then parted.  They passed out of the atmosphere and into orbit.  The planet was to the side of them as the scout barrel rolled onto its side.  Jerome and Cammarry felt no weight, and their belts held them into the comfort of the seats.  
 
    
 
   “That is the world?” Cammarry asked as the arc of the horizon became visible.  “It is one giant tan ball of waste.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is the Earth in its current condition,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Jerome let out a deep breath.  “The heavens whirl above you, displaying to you simply amazing glories, and still our eyes are on the ground.”
 
    
 
   He looked at the whole tan ball which was just one enormous blob with fuzzy edges.  There was no sign of the passage of the scout ship out of the atmosphere.  The tan murky gasses were unchanged by their passage.  He then looked away from the dusty ball of death and was astounded.  
 
    
 
   The tan ball was set against a deep black background.  Scattered across that blackness was a myriad of twinkling lights.  The stars were shining down and never before had Jerome or Cammarry ever looked for so long a distance or seen such majesty.  
 
    
 
   “The inferior or bottom of the scout is now blocking the view of the sun.  I have arranged it this way for the moment, so as to limit excessive sunshine reaching you, and to enhance your viewing pleasure.  I will be rotating the scout and the solar filters will be in place.  You should still receive a superb view of the sun, but it will not be painful.  Be aware you are only seeing a partial view of its light.”
 
    
 
   The scout rolled around and the Earth was replaced by a brilliant yellow glow.  The glow filled the cockpit of the scout until the blackness of space was no longer visible, and only the warm yellow light from the sun was seen.
 
    
 
   “That is so sweet!”  Cammarry said.
 
    
 
   “Natural sunlight is very important for human beings,” Sandie stated.  “Sadly, it had to be replaced by imitation lighting in Dome 17.  Our scout will be rolling again, as we proceed to the proper position for the FTL engagement.  We will be passing the natural satellite of Earth, the moon.  I will roll the scout so that you will be able to see the ruins of Moonbase Alpha as we pass over.  There is no atmosphere on the moon any longer, being that Moonbase Alpha’s terraforming attempts failed, so I can fly the scout close by without any undue risks.”
 
    
 
   The scout ship rotated and accelerated.  The dry, tan, and dead Earth receded.  The silvery disk of the moon was ahead as they rapidly approached.  
 
    
 
   “It looks like another dead dome,” Jerome stated as he looked down on the ruins.  The cluster of broken buildings was all located inside one of the large craters on the silvery white surface of the moon.  There were no lights or other signs of power or activity.  It was a graveyard.
 
    
 
   “It is like a ruined dome, except we can at least see it in full.  This is simply overwhelming to be able to see such vast distances.   The domes I visited I could barely see from the outside due to the dust,” Cammarry added.  “The Moonbase buildings are all breeched, that is clear enough.  I forget how many people died in that fiasco.”
 
    
 
   “Moonbase Alpha was first established on….”  Sandie began to recite details, but was interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Hey diddle dumb. The cat and the drum. The cow jumped over the moon.  A spotted dog laughed, to see such sights, and the dish ran away with doubloons,” Jerome said.  “I have never understood most of that poem about the moon, but apparently it was very common.  I have read it in various forms from many of the ancient cultures.”
 
    
 
   “Cat?  Dog?  Cow?” Cammarry asked.  “Those were types of beasts, correct? Animals? Were they part of the failed Moonbase Alpha?  Or just ancient folklore?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, may I answer?”  Sandie eagerly asked.  
 
    
 
   “Sure Sandie, like I said, I have never understood it.  Better to hear about some obscure sonnet than the details of the failed and fatal experiment called Moonbase Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Jerome!  The archives show that quote is from what was called a nursery rhyme. It was a style of oratory commonly told to children.  I have sixteen different versions in my records.  It dates from somewhere roughly five hundred years ago and probably was created with no specific meaning beyond its entertainment value.  It may have just been syllabic nonsense sounds.  However, the cat, the dog, and the cow, were common domestic animals.  The cat may refer to the wild cats of nature, but more likely is a reference to a house cat.  The house cat was from antiquity almost purely a pleasure and companion animal, but is not known to have literally played any musical instruments, like drums or fiddles.   The dog was a companion and work animal whose fur was of varied types and styles and commonly was spotted.  The cow was an animal raised for it lactate and as a food source, but not reportedly a good jumping animal.  Cows are recorded as prancing and vaulting when in emotional states.   None of those animals were likely part of Moonbase Alpha, at least according to the records which survived the Great Event.” 
 
    
 
   “They ate animals?”  Cammarry asked.  “I know they did, it just sounds disgusting.”
 
    
 
   The view out the clear permalloy showed the moon and the ruins of the base receding away.  
 
    
 
   “We are nearly at the position for stage three, FTL engagement.  Are you both ready?”  Sandie asked.  “The excitement is about to expand exponentially.”
 
    
 
   “Yes!”  Cammarry and Jerome answered in unison.  
 
    
 
   “FTL transit initiated.  Here we go!” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   Everything outside the scout ship suddenly changed.  Inside everything felt exactly the same.    
 
    
 
   “FTL systems operating at 100% of expected function,” Sandie reported.  “Estimated time of arrival at the Conestoga, fifteen hours, four minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Outside is so different.  I have no quotes for this,” Jerome said as he gazed out of the view port.  “Gray emptiness, or maybe nothingness?  Gray is better than tan, but it looks endless.”
 
    
 
   “It is really a change.  The dust and tan I was used to.  That can be seen anytime you look out of Dome 17.”  Cammarry’s voice was soft and subtle.  “The blackness of space was spectacular, the stars magical, the sunlight gorgeous, and the moon was hauntingly beautiful.   Now this view is just strange.  So gray, so shifting, so odd.”
 
    
 
   “What is out there, or is that even the wrong question,” Jerome asked.  “I understand the basics, so is there even an out there?”
 
    
 
   “What you are perceiving is not a place, in the conventional use of the term.  It is a transition, or translation, or is indefinable.  Chief Brink has the calculations and equations stored for your inspection, if that would be helpful.  I doubt mathematics can address your question, as it feels like you are expressing emotions rather than looking for measurements.  Am I correct?”  Sandie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are correct,” Jerome answered.  “I trust Brink’s computations.  I do have a question about where we are going.  Have you analyzed the available information about the Colony Ship Conestoga?  If so, what have you learned?”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Sandie replied.  “Let me start with the name Conestoga.  The name appears to originate with a group of indigenous people on the continent of North America.  Some regions and other geographical features were also named after those people.  The application of the name to the colony ship probably relates back to the Conestoga wagon which was pulled by teams of animals.  The records show that the Conestoga style wagon was used extensively during the migrations of people across North America. It was designed as an all-weather vehicle which could transport roughly five tons of materials and people.  For that era, the vehicle was cutting edge technology.  The animals used as engines for the wagon were cows, bulls, oxen, mules, donkeys, horses, and possibly other types of large animals.  I see no connection between the cows of Conestoga wagons, and the cow jumping over the moon of the nursery rhyme.”
 
    
 
   “So the people who launched the colony ship named it after that ancient animal-powered vehicle?”  Cammarry asked.  “It makes sense, since the colony ships apparently have biological habitats and I understandably those will include animals.”
 
    
 
   “I concur with your assessment and conjecture. Well done Cammarry,” Sandie said.  “It is a joy to work with you.  I was unable to locate construction plans, or any schematics specific to the Colony Ship Conestoga.  I do have general, very rough, and sometimes contradictory descriptions of the colony ships in general.  They were built in space and consist of a central drive section around which were attached a number of much larger cylindrical biological habitats.  Records are not consistent on the number of those habitats.  I have been reviewing what was learned from the robotic probes, and comparing that to the information from the historical records.  Unfortunately, many records were lost since the time of the colony ship program.  The most recent information gained that specifically relates to the Conestoga is that there was some unknown and undated incident.  An artificial intelligence system, which is unnamed, transmitted the following auditory message.”
 
    
 
   A very scratchy, distorted, and fuzzy sounding voice came on.  
 
    
 
   “Conestoga has made planet fall.  The Conesto….”
 
    
 
   “That is quite brief and mysterious,” Cammarry said.  “No other messages or information?”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry, there is not much more,” Sandie replied.  “No visuals at all.  No other audio. Nothing else directly from the Conestoga.  I have run a multitude of tests on that small recording and you are correct, it is mysterious.  There are parts of the recording which do not correlate to the others and I am only able to make low probability conjectures on the etiology of those anomalies.”
 
    
 
   “Mystery creates wonder and wonder is the basis of our desire to understand,” Jerome stated.  “So when we get there I know I have a desire to understand what happened.  I believe the star charts and plotting show no known solar systems at the Conestoga’s location, is that correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome, you are correct.  There has not been a detected solar system at that location. The robotic probe did not have adequate sensors for stellar plotting.  I have run conjectures on why no system has been observed at that location, but I am lacking sufficient data to know if there is an undetected system there, or if the message is in error.  Those are the two potentials I can see.  It is very interesting that the Conestoga has not progressed on any trajectory since it was located.  That gives some weight to the potential there is a star system there.  We have no idea how long it has been in that relatively stable location as we are unsure of the Conestoga’s flight speed, velocity, acceleration or other factors including the precise launch date.  The crew may have stopped at that location, however, the ship could also have experienced a failed drive system.”
 
    
 
   “The Conestoga could be dead in the water,” Jerome stated.  “That would mean a lot of re-engineering work for us.”
 
    
 
   “Dead in the water?”  Cammarry asked.  “What does that mean?  John has spoken of planets having vast expanses of water.  Would the ship have crashed into one of those water places and everyone died?”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, Cammarry.  I believe dead in the water is an old idiom for ‘lacking movement or the ability to proceed.’  Am I correct Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!  That is the way the phrase was used in olden times,” Sandie chirped in.  “Historical records show that phrase originated with sailing vessels on oceans.  When the wind was diminished, there would not be enough power for the sailing vessel to continue, therefore it was stuck, stopped, dead in the water.”
 
    
 
   “But can a spacecraft be stationary?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Not in the absolute sense.  All objects are moving as the galaxy is moving, however, relative to the Earth the Conestoga has not drifted much, so therefore it is relatively stationary.  This is consistent with how we would expect it to appear were it actuality remaining in a solar system,” Sandie the AI replied.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, can you help me understand what we may experience when we get there?”  Jerome asked.  “John spoke of a planet with ecosystems and living biology.  I have read about that.  I have watched presentations about that, even in three dimensional formats.  Yet, to be honest, I have trouble grasping what that will be like.”
 
    
 
   “Since you and Cammarry both grew up in Dome 17 where there is a controlled human population with defined structures, and regimentation, you will be comparing a very structured system, the one you are familiar with contrasted with one that outwardly looks very chaotic, the biological system.  Natural ecological communities are vastly complex with an interworking, interdependency of all things: flora, fauna, geographical, elemental, and other factors.  As an artificial intelligence system, I too do not know what experiencing a natural bio-system will be like.  I am eager to find out.  I can conjecture that it will be an experience which captivates all of your senses.”
 
    
 
   “So these colony ships, what more do you know about them?”  Cammarry asked.     
 
    
 
   A display screen lit up and a few images were there.  Sandie responded, “The records from that era are fragmentary.  There are conflicting reports about launch dates, ship sizes, and compositions.  There is a long list of which biologicals were placed into the Colony Ship Eschaton, however, there are also reports that claim there was deliberate misinformation regarding that ship and its religious extremists.  Even if that list of biologicals loaded onto the Eschaton was accurate, which is dubious, there is no way to correlate that with what may or may not be on the Conestoga.  My best conjecture, I should maybe call it a guess, about the colony ship program is that each ship followed the basic pattern, but had unique design features.”
 
    
 
   “What about crew and people?”  Jerome asked.  “How many people did these big colony ships carry?”
 
    
 
   “Another excellent question!  Thank you.  The records on the human personnel on the colony ships are also suspect and not consistent.  One record states that there were 144,000 people in suspended animation.  That number may be hyperbole due to religion.  Because, that same number appears in the Bible’s book of Revelation in chapters seven and fourteen.  Other sources do claim that suspended animation was utilized with numbers ranging from 100,000 to 150,000.  It is safe to assume that some level of that technology was utilized to transport human cargo, however, there are also indications that each biological habitat had living humans who would be generationally locked in.  Their descendants will be those people we encounter on the Colony Ship Conestoga.  The records also, while incomplete and contradictory, do bear witness that there was a human crew who oversaw the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “So there are probably people in suspended animation on the Conestoga?”  Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “Unless they were revived, or reanimated after they made planet fall,” Cammarry added.  “During the voyage there would have been three human groups?  Those in suspended animation, the habitat dwellers, and the crew?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, finding people in suspended animation on the Conestoga is a definite possibility.  The crew is very likely, and may or may not have been the same as the people you call ‘habitat dwellers.’”  Sandie answered.  “The issue of whether or not the Conestoga made planet fall remains to be unveiled.  The records do show the colony ships were designed to establish human colonies and perform terraforming on their destination worlds.  The extent and level of colonization cannot be conjectured at this point, as we are not even sure there is a solar system at the Conestoga’s location.  I wish there was more information.”
 
    
 
   Jerome remarked, “Real knowledge is to know the extent of one's ignorance.  Our ignorance about this quest outweighs the information we have.  Much remains to be learned.”  
 
    
 
   “And that is why this is all so exciting!  I am so honored to be on this mission with you both!”  Sandie’s artificial voice said.
 
    
 
   “Sandie, you are much more emotional than any AI I have ever known.  May I ask why?”
 
    
 
   “You may always ask me any question.  Cammarry, as I told you Brink designed me,” Sandie responded.  “During that process he left the personality aspects until the final stages.  When you and Jerome were given permission for this mission, Brink had his own AI, Copernicus, work with the others in Dome 17 and they put together the most compatible personality for working with you both into me.  So here I am!”  
 
    
 
   “So each of the AIs sent out were customized for the specific team which went?”  Jerome asked.  “So as to make the best team possible?”
 
    
 
   “That was the plan.  I cannot say absolutely that it happened, since we were the second launch from the sling bay.  I do know that the adventurers Jamie and Michael were given the new AI Roxanne as their companion when they launched.  There was talk about sling launch three and which AI would be assigned to that team, however, that was still incomplete when my Atomic Level Processor was installed in the scout ship.  I am confident the process did continue for the five subsequent missions, but I just do not know the specifics.”  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  We have some hours left before arrival.  Shall we review the teleportation pad we will need to construct?”  Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, although the setup is straight forward, but it is good to review.  Sandie can you give us a 1/32 scale, virtual and three-dimensional model to practice on?”
 
    
 
   “Absolutely I can do that.  Here it is with all the component parts,” Sandie replied as the images were displayed over the seats.  
 
    
 
   “So these are the controls which we are bringing along, and these sections are what we will need to construct.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry discussed and assembled the model several times until they were certain they could do it in real life.  
 
    
 
   “Well, should we get some sleep in now, so we are ready to go when we get there?  We will need to quickly locate a place to dock, then assess where to set up the teleportation receiving pad, then build it and get the connection made.  We will have a lot of work to get done.  Sandie will watch over us while we sleep and alert us as needed.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome if I may interject, I am not a man in the conventional sense, nor even in my artificial intelligence, nor in my personality style, yet I do think the following quote applies: ‘People sleep peaceably in their beds at night only because rough men stand ready to do violence on their behalf.’ Does this idiom apply?  Am I correct?”
 
    
 
   “I have not heard that quote before,” Jerome said with admiration.  “I do not think of you as a rough man, but the spirit of the quote does fit.”
 
    
 
   “It fits much better than some of your old sayings about animals.  Those are often too strange and vague to have any overt meaning.  But Sandie, I must ask you.  Would do violence on our behalf?”  Cammarry inquired.  
 
    
 
   “I have free will to operate and take steps to ensure the success of our quest and the completion of our mission.  Should violence be required, I am ready to act,” Sandie stated.  “May I suggest before you take a sleep period that I orient you to the manual operations of our scout ship?  It will not take long, as you are familiar with the technology and the overall controls.”
 
    
 
   “Certainly, go ahead,” Cammarry said.
 
    
 
   The panel in front of the pilot seats folded open.  The control board extended outward and was just in front of each of the people.  
 
    
 
   “Looks almost identical to the fusion truck’s controls,” Jerome commented as he glanced over the buttons, gauges, levers and the main command stick.  “I see extra controls for thrusters and there are several display screens which are in addition to what is on the fusion truck.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the main display screen will render an image of the scout in relation to other objects, like the Conestoga.  You can see in it point of view, reverse point of view, or from any angle in between.  You tell me what you want to see, and I will show it to you!”  Sandie was excited.  “Also if you press the button marked, ‘Connections’ there will be an auxiliary control board come out that has grappling hooks, magnetic lines, winches, and the manual controls for spraying a permalloy umbilicus.  Those are all under my direct operation, for efficiency and accuracy, but you do have manual access to those systems as well.  I am just here to make sure it all goes smoothly as we succeed in our anchorage to the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, if you should become shut down from whatever reason, what do we do?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “What a sad thought.  I hope you would mourn.  My becoming nonoperational is a very remote, but not inconceivable, possibility” Sandie sounded hurt.  “My Atomic Level Processor has primary, secondary, auxiliary and tertiary systems.  Each of those has quadruple redundancies and as a final fall back there is even an old style non-intelligent failsafe which will operate any control on your verbal command alone.  That system will only become activated should I become inactive.  The controls all can be manipulated by hand, of course.  Now are there any more questions?”
 
    
 
   “Will the view outside change at all before we reach the Conestoga?”  Jerome asked.  The swaying gray nothingness did not reflect back light, nor really cast any light.  It just was sort of sitting there, at times seeming to be right outside the clear permalloy, and at other times seeming to be very thick and deep.
 
    
 
   “No.  The void we are in, if you chose to use that word, will remain in its constant state of flux, until FTL systems are disengaged. At that point we will be at the Conestoga’s location.  How soon before arrival do you wish to be awakened?”
 
    
 
   “Thirty minutes,” Jerome said.  “That will allow consumption of a food ration and use of the waste facilities.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!  Sleep well!  I am dimming the cabin lights now.  Pleasant dreams.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry both watched as the cabin grew dim.  The color of the gray outside did not change, nor did it illuminate the interior at all.  The tan cast of the scout ship contrasted with the gray of the void outside.  The panels of controls slid shut.  Sleep came easily.  
 
    
 
   Some hours later Sandie stated quietly, gently, and softly, “Cammarry?  Jerome?  Please wake up.”
 
    
 
   Opening her eyes, Cammarry stretched out and her first thought was she was falling. She caught herself and then remembered she was in zero gravity in the scout ship.  
 
    
 
   “Do I say good morning?”  Jerome asked.  His eyes were wide and excited.  
 
    
 
   “I can set our scout time for whatever chronology you desire.  If you want this to me morning, that would be excellent.  I can start this as the morning of our first day at the Conestoga,” Sandie replied.  “Or I can keep the clocks synchronized with the Dome 17 time.  Which do you prefer?”
 
    
 
   “Make it the morning of our arrival.  I feel like I got a full night of sleep,” Cammarry said.  She unhooked her restraints and floated about a bit as she used the sanitation mechanism which was inside her RAM suit.  “This feel a bit odd without gravity.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” Jerome answered with a smile.  “The missions to the other domes did not have this floating sensation.  As to wastes, I am sure it will work, mine did. Next we must eat, and then we can do everything else.”  
 
    
 
   “Food rations are in the holders at the side of each chair,” Sandie stated.  “Drinking tubes are retractable from the holder as well.  We have food and water supplies for the next ten days.  That does not include the reclamation processes your suits utilize for water and sustenance.”
 
    
 
   While consuming the meal, which consisted of a food ration bar, and water, Jerome did some calisthenics the best he could in the cramped space.  Sandie informed them that nothing unexpected had happened during the flight.  
 
    
 
   “As we are approaching, have you been able to scan ahead to decipher if there is a solar system at our destination?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately that is beyond the capabilities of the scout during FTL transition.  Actually in an absolute sense, we are not approaching so much as arriving.  I hate to be a stickler on details like that, but the FTL system is not like other transportation methods.  We will be honing in on the robotic probe’s signal, and we will arrive at the intended location.”
 
    
 
   “Will the solar system adversely affect our arrival?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “The possible solar system will not affect the scout any more than it affects the robotic probe or the Conestoga.  I am prepared for every eventuality,” Sandie said with confidence.  “All systems 100% operational and performing as expected.”
 
    
 
   “So we are about to find out what happened to the Conestoga,” Jerome stated.  “Someone once said, ‘always expect the unexpected’ but that saying is nonsense.  You cannot plan for the unexpected, but someone else said, ‘If you do not expect the unexpected, you will not find it; for it is hard to be sought out, and difficult.’  It seems like people in the ancient world often were worried about encountering things which would threaten them.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent point!  I take back my assertion that ‘I am prepared for every eventuality.’  I am prepared for the eventualities I have conjectured. That includes the factor of a possible solar system and its planetary bodies.  I will be immediately making scans of our surroundings when we arrive and will report my findings.”
 
    
 
   “Just tell us what our new planet looks like and where we can dock,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “I will report all that I can perceive.  We will be disengaging from FTL systems shortly.  The transition into normal space should be almost imperceptible except for your view of the outside.  I apologize for the fact that I cannot estimate the orientation of the scout in relation to the Conestoga.  If I were able I would make sure the colony ship is directly in view as we arrive.  I am now disengaging FTL system,” Sandie announced.  
 
    
 
   The gray of the transition void disappeared.  The blackness of space replaced it.  The stars were brilliant pinpoints of light against the darkness.  
 
    
 
   Jerome inhaled deeply.  Cammarry said in a quite tone, “Gorgeous.”
 
    
 
   “No solar system detected within seven light-years of this location.  Colony Ship Conestoga located.  We are one-hundred meters from the robotic probe just as expected.  I am rotating the scout so that you can see the Conestoga,” Sandie reported.  “I am also making more detailed scans and investigations.  An excessive amount of erroneous readings have entered my collection system.  
 
    
 
   The stars appeared to be gently moving as the scout ship turned.  
 
    
 
   And there it was.  A huge bluish gray wall seemed to come across and blot out the stars.  The scout stopped rotating when the entire view was blocked by the Conestoga.  The surface of the old ship was covered with all types of structures.  Boxes, squares, pyramids, cones, tubes, and every other shape imaginable, all from permalloy.  It was lit by a regular grid pattern of lights.  The lights gave off the blue hue, but the shadows along the surface added to the deeper shades.  A mechanical menagerie was only a hundred meters away.  Right in the center of it all was the tan colored robotic probe.  It had a bright red light on its top which was flashing.   It was the only red color anywhere in sight.  
 
    
 
   “That is the probe, and we are right on target,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “That thing is enormous!  Cammarry gasped.       
 
    
 
   “Initial readings show the Conestoga is 206.129 kilometers long when measured along its central body.  There are eight cylindrical attachments to that central body.  Each of those is 83.654 kilometers along its length and 18.092 kilometers across its diameter.  All eight of the cylinders are uniformly sized within a 97% commonality.”
 
    
 
   “So those must be the biological habitat?  Cammarry said.  “But no planet?”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry to report, no solar system, and no planet.  We have located the Conestoga.  May I begin a systematic flyby?”  Sandie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Jerome replied.  “What else are you discovering?  The ship looks like it has power and lighting.”
 
    
 
   “I am able to scan the general dimensions, but am having difficulty with assessing surface items and power signatures.  Optics will not focus with clarity on the hull surface.”
 
    
 
   An image came on the display screen.  It zoomed in and when it reached a certain point, the image just got fuzzy.
 
    
 
   “I cannot account for the optical distortions.  Erroneous information is interfering with proper readings,” Sandie replied.  “I can receive the signal from the probe, but other signals from the ship are not registering accurately or appropriately.  I am attempting to diagnose the problems on why I am not getting better information.  I will begin flyby.”
 
    
 
   The scout rolled and fired its thrusters.  It withdrew to a greater distance away from the huge ship.  The scene before them altered as the scout began to move in relation to the Conestoga.  As they drew further away, it became apparent that the robotic probe had arrived at the center of one of the cylinders on the bow half of the ship.  Since they had been zeroing in on that probe, they too were near there.  
 
    
 
   “We need to find a place to dock and get inside,” Jerome stated.  “This gigantic ship must have docking ports or hanger bays or some way to get inside.” 
 
    
 
   “Sandie, what is the status of the ship’s drive system?  The Conestoga I mean.  Is it moving or not?  If not, we need to figure out why?”  Cammarry asked.  “And try to contact the AI that claimed the ship made planet fall.”
 
    
 
   “I detect no engine activity at all.  Relatively speaking, the Conestoga is dead in the water.  I have been broadcasting on multiple frequencies and in various ways.  I have not received any responses except for from the probe.  The signals from the probe are coming in, but they are at an altered and reduced rate than they were just shortly ago when we arrived.  I am not sure exactly how to explain these readings.  They appear as an impedance, or interference, but those terms are not as accurate as I would like.  I cannot explain that situation either. Cosmic background levels show variations and flux in pseudo-anisotropic analysis. I am running more assessments,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   The thrusters fired and the scout moved toward the bow.  “I am continuing a detailed assessment of the areas we pass by.  I am looking for a place to dock, as well as a way to communicate with any systems or humans on the ship.  I conjecture a low probability for connection since the colony ships did not expect to have much contact with Earth after the first few years of travel.  They lacked faster-than-light communication methods.”
 
    
 
   “Unless they developed them over the decades since the ship left,” Jerome replied.  “And that unknown AI did send that garbled message about making planet fall.”
 
    
 
   “That is the channel and method I have been attempting for primary contact, but so far there is no response,” Sandie answered.  “I am trying multiple other avenues for communication.  None have received a reply.  Actually, I am apprehensive about the status of some of my attempts.  I am not even receiving a recoil or rebound effect that one would expect to see from some methods being utilized.”
 
    
 
   “Is there a malfunction?”  Cammarry asked.  “You should be able to bounce an old style laser off the surface if nothing else.”
 
    
 
   “I agree, Cammarry.  I have attempted that three times, and there has been no rebounding.  All my systems say the laser is being transmitted, and the multiple retroreflector is functioning, yet there is no response.  I am reanalyzing my systems for malfunctions,” Sandie said.  “I cannot yet explain what has been happening.”  
 
    
 
   “Unless, there is a reason the Conestoga is not allowing those lasers to rebound.  You also said there are optical issues, right?  What if there is an energy field or barrier or obstacle of some kind between us and the Conestoga?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Great idea!”  Sandie squealed.  “That is another consideration. I have looked for known technologies for the era of that the colony ship was built.  Perhaps the Conestoga has some kind of next generation repulsor or deflection system in place? I am running conjectures and assessments for that possibility.”
 
    
 
   “The probe made contact,” Cammarry said.  “The probe is right there, so nothing repulsed it.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I am unable to detect any type of energy field on the hull of the Conestoga.  I see no evidence of any type of deflection or obstacle between us and the hull of the ship, however, the readings continue to have some incongruities.  I am still at a loss to explain the optical issues and the communication issues.”  Sandie was still energetic, but there was a tone of frustration in her mechanical voice.  “Cammarry is correct, the probe made contact, so I am unsure what is happening with communications and optics, but I conjecture we should be able to make physical contact with the Conestoga without difficulty.”
 
    
 
   The scout flew past the bow of the Conestoga and swung around toward the other side of the colony ship.  From this view, the great ship looked like a single long stalk with numerous huge cylinders strapped to it.  Four on the bow half, and four on the far stern half.  The visual distances were immense, and they again tried to zoom in with the optics.  They could get a clear picture only up to a certain point, after which the images became fuzzy and lost focus.    The hull on the newly revealed sides was the same marbled blue color as the other.  The lighted grids remained the same and cast shadows on the surface of the hull.  
 
    
 
   The scout flew along the main axis of the Conestoga.  The surface features revealed no obvious overt damage.  There also were no places which showed open doors, or docking connections.
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  The surface looks almost too uniform.  This looks just like the other side,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “It is uniform and consistent,” Jerome replied.  “The builders must have like that regularity.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, can you compare the images from this side with the ones from the opposite side?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly.  Comparison made.  The views are identical.”
 
    
 
   “See, it is too perfect,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “Too perfect?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I noticed it with the light grids.  They look like identical copies, not like similar designs.  The shadows, the shapes, everything, it looks too much the same.  It just looks wrong.”  Cammarry pondered for a moment.  “I know this sounds strange, but even the star patterns in the background look the same from this side as from the other side.  See those six bright stars which make a hook?  Those were the same from the opposite side of the ship.  How can that be?”  Cammarry asked. “I am no astronomer, but it looks too much the same.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure I see what you mean,” Jerome said.  “Sandie, do you understand?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I understand Cammarry’s pointed observation.  I am processing a new set of readings,” the AI replied.  “That does not compute.  My equipment must be malfunctioning.  I am trying a different scanning method.  Checking and comparing, please stand by.”
 
    
 
   “I tell you, the stars are the same from this side as from the other side.  They cannot do that, yet that is what I saw, what I see.  I know those six stars were in that same position in the sky when we arrived.  We have moved to the other side of the Conestoga, and yet there they are now, in exactly the same location.  Our vantage point should be different, but it is not.  Something is wrong.”  
 
    
 
   The scout ship flew on and soon the robotic probe was visible again.  
 
    
 
   “There is the probe!  We are back on the side where we started.  Sandie, is navigation malfunctioning?”  Cammarry said.  “Did we just fly in a circle and arrive back at the starting point?  We should be on the opposite side of the Conestoga.  What is happening?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure,” the AI replied.  “All my onboard diagnostics and system analysis methods show our equipment is functioning optimally.  Yet the observations are flawed.  Communication, optics, astrogation and navigation are all giving conflicting readings and erroneous information.  This is confirmed by your human, biological observations.  I cannot explain it.”
 
    
 
   “If navigation is malfunctioning, we need to anchor ourselves down immediately,” Jerome commanded.  “Take us up close to that robotic probe.  It made attachment successfully and is functional.  Use it as the beacon again.  We will adhere to the hull next to that and then contemplate our next steps.  If we somehow lose the Conestoga we have lost everything.”
 
    
 
   “Good point Jerome.  We cannot risk not making attachment,” Cammarry said.  “We need a stable platform from which to work to unveil the mysteries here.  Dock the scout.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, anchor us down now while we can.  Then we will make whatever repairs me must make.  Perhaps being attached to the hull will allow us to use additional methods to determine what is happening.  Cammarry are we of the same mind?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I agree with Jerome.  Sandie, take us to the hull, please,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “Your suggestion is appropriate.  I concur.  The three of us will work out these troublesome snags in observation.  We will attach to the hull near the robotic probe,” Sandie said.  “I apologize for not understanding this situation in its entirety.”
 
    
 
   The scout ship’s thrusters fired.  It slowly approached the robotic probe.  The probe’s flashing red light was at the center of the view.  
 
    
 
   “Approaching Conestoga.  Five hundred meters.  Three hundred meters.  One hundred meters.  Despite what thruster navigation plotting shows, FTL targeting states we just passed the exact place where we arrived.  I cannot explain the contradictions in those findings.  Both systems are functional.  Continuing approach to the Conestoga’s hull.  Fifty meters.  Slowing approach.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry could see that the hull was right before them.  It looked like an enormous and looming wall.  The robotic probe with its tan colored permalloy and the flashing red light were directly in the center of that huge wall.  
 
    
 
   “Ten meters.  Deploying mooring lines,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   Two lines shot out from the nose of the scout ship.  They both had ends designed to connect via magnetic, mechanical grappler, and adhesive systems.  They could be seen jetting right toward the hull next to the probe.
 
    
 
   “Contact,” Sandie announced.  “Mooring lines attached.”
 
    
 
   The entire universe changed!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   8 The cosmic crinkle 
 
    
 
    
 
   Zap!  Swirling, twirling, expanding, contracting, squeezing and bloating, all happened at the same moment to the scout ship and its occupants.
 
    
 
   Jerome felt something very remarkably unusual.  He heard screaming, and then realized it was his own voice, yet he could close his lips but the sound continued.  The sounds echoed throughout the scout ship, but also reverberated in his bones and shook his teeth.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry also experienced things beyond her scope of familiarity.  Her eyes saw rays of light emerge from them, split into rainbows of colors, and then fuse into blobs which shrunk and snapped as they disappeared. 
 
    
 
   Sandie activated every recording instrument on board the scout ship.  Visual, optical, auditory, heat, cold, gravity, radiation, quarkites, and every other item that could be measures was measured.  The readings were bizarre, and shifted radically back and forth and on and off the spectrum of each monitor.  Sandie tried to assess what was happening, but the flood of energy, and the lack of energy, as well as the flux of energy was too much for the artificial intelligence system.  Sandie observed beginning on the outside and then being pulled inward and reversed.  Sandie sealed off her Atomic Level Processor and hid her essential personality traits inside.  The ALP was the most heavily shielded item in the scout ship.
 
    
 
   The occurrence went straight and curved and twisted all on the same planes of existence, and yet on none at all, at least to the recording instruments on the scout ship.  Stretching, twisting, warping, and compressing all occurred, simultaneously, and not at all, on the same monitoring systems.  It was odd.  Nothing was left undistorted, yet nothing changed, yet nothing remained the same.    
 
    
 
   Jerome reached out his hand and found Cammarry’s fingers.  He grabbed on and held tight.  He tried to form words, but his own screaming prevented his mouth from working, even though he moved his tongue and lips and pushed air out as if speaking.  His mind made words which his lips and mouth tried to form, but sound was not the same and the screaming continued, even though he held back.  Echoes, and reverberations, and reflections of sound bounced around the scout ship. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry felt Jerome’s hand and tried to look toward him, but the bursts of color surrounded her like a raging inferno.  While she could feel Jerome’s hand, she could not see him or anything else inside the scout ship.  The colorful conflagration was thicker and deeper than the dimensions of the scout ship could allow, and yet it was all real.  Colors twirled, swirled, mixed, and melted together.  
 
    
 
   Sandie sent a tendril out of the ALP, and monitored, on one detector, an electromagnetic sheer which looked most of all like a tunnel of some kind.  A brief image was captured of the FTL scout ship anchored next to the robotic probe, but seen in a reverse point of view which was rapidly receding.  The next views showed the scout ship was inside something, in an approximately bizarre manner, yet when looking back at the rear optical views, Sandie snapped images of the scout ship and the clear permalloy viewports.  These were different than the receding reverse point of view image.  Cammarry’s and Jerome’s faces were there, under the window, and they were terrified, yet still and impassive.  The scout then dipped suddenly around and about as if it were in a gravity field, and yet no gravity showed on the scans.  It all happened so suddenly that Sandie, the fastest processing machine humanity ever created, could not quantity the time involved.    
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system with its mechanical parts perceived what was happening in one way, but the two humans perceived in in vastly different ways, both from the AI and from each other.  And so the event went on and on and on, seemingly without end.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry tried to look around again and make out what she was coming to, or where the scout was, or what was happening.  But now all the colors were washed out and running along like rivulets of antiseptic foam flipping off her hands.  Her eyes told her it was too dark to see anything; then she looked at the sides of her own hand as she pressed it against her eyes.  Jerome’s hand was still attached and she felt his warm skin as she rubbed her face.  
 
    
 
   “What is happening?”  Cammarry finally spoke out.
 
    
 
   There was no sound at all from Jerome.  She had not heard a single scream, or word, or noise from him of any kind.
 
    
 
   “Jerome!  Where are you?”   The words floated in front of her in bubbles of sound.  When they burst, the noises they made did not sound human at all, and instead of words, what Cammarry perceived was smells.  Smells which did not register any memory in her mind except strangeness.  Looking at the smells, or so her mind told her, it felt like she was gazing for hours and hours.  She finally blew out a breath of air and the smells changed to colors which then changed to small sizzling sounds and then were gone.   
 
    
 
   Jerome saw none of the colors Cammarry perceived.  The echoes of his screams also changed and now became tingling sensation along his face and ears.  He was unsure if they were his screams or something else.  No longer did they register as sounds, but now as feeling and sensations.  He looked down at his body and could see the chair underneath him.  At the same time he could see his RAM suit as well as his skin underneath it.  The layers in his vision were not clear, and yet they were not opaque. His mind did not know how to interpret what he was experiencing and he cried out, “Cammarry!  Are you safe?”  And that verbal ejaculation became itching on his skin.  
 
    
 
   Something burst all around them.  None of them knew what it was that burst.  When it burst, the universe returned, in a way.  
 
    
 
   “It is over,” Sandie stated.
 
    
 
   “Jerome, what happened?”  Cammarry asked as she looked around. The scout ship looked just as she remembered.  Nothing seemed any different.  The tan overtone of the permalloy, the blue of her RAM suit, and the handsome face of Jerome.  All was unchanged, and yet she felt exhausted by the length of time she had been in, whatever it was she had been experiencing.  She briefly glanced over and saw the blackness of space outside the view port.
 
    
 
   The cabin’s light came on.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I have you,” Jerome answered and he gently squeezed her hand in his own.  “What happened?”
 
    
 
   “I am computing that right now.  Compiling information and running conjectures,” Sandie replied. 
 
    
 
   “Are you injured?”  Jerome asked as he carefully looked over Cammarry as she sat still strapped in her acceleration seat.
 
    
 
   “My mind is spinning, but I seem intact.  How are you Jerome?”
 
    
 
   “I feel like I was pulled inside out and then put back together again.  Very weird.  What happened?  How long were we in that? I do not know what to call it, that incident?”
 
    
 
   “And where is the Conestoga?”  Cammarry asked as she returned her gave to the outside.  “Sandie report!”
 
    
 
   “Medical readings on both of you show high levels of stress, but no other untoward effects.  Your health is safe.”  The AI then hesitated for a long while before continuing.   “I will use Jerome’s term, ‘incident’ as I have no better term to apply.  We have experienced something extraordinary.  My measuring of chronology is questionable.  I cannot explain it.  I apologize.”
 
    
 
   “How long did that last?”  Jerome asked. “It felt like hours, or seconds, I am not sure which.  What was that incident?”
 
    
 
   “According to my facilities, there was no passage of time in that incident, at least none I was able to measure,” Sandie said.  “I cannot explain it.  It seems impossible.  I am checking for malfunctions.  The moment the mooring lines made contact seems to be when the incident began.  I cannot detect any transition of time from that beginning until I stated, ‘It is over.’  I apologize for the confusion and erroneous reports.  I had perception of time, yet the systems on this shop say no time elapsed.  I have no explanation of this incident.”
 
    
 
   Jerome had been pondering and said softly, “In some world everything would be nonsense. Nothing would be what it is because everything would be what it is not. Or contrary-wise; what it is it would not be, and what it would not be, it would actually be. You see?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, tell me what happened,” Cammarry barked.  “Where is the Conestoga?”
 
    
 
   “Your first request is much harder to answer than your second.  I have relocated the Conestoga, or at least what I believe is a major segment of the Conestoga.  Or perhaps a better way to say it is another Conestoga.  It is in orbit around the planet 74,562 kilometers from here.  Let me show you,” Sandie replied. 
 
    
 
   “Planet?  You said there was no planet,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct, there was no planet.  There is a planet and solar system here now.  I cannot explain it,” Sandie said.  “Let me show you.” 
 
    
 
   The display screen lit up and there was a ship on it.  Behind the ship was a deep green colored planet with white swirls in the atmosphere across its surface.  
 
    
 
   “I will magnify,” Sandie said.  “Optics are now working perfectly.  Even from this distance, I can get images down to a meter square in perfect resolution.  I have compared these images with those taken after we exited FTL before the incident.  That comparison gives a 95.67% similarity.  I conclude that that is the central drive section of the Conestoga we encountered before our incident.  The only difference is that this Conestoga is missing the eight large cylindrical attachments.”
 
    
 
   “How?”  Jerome asked to himself.  “How can this be?”
 
    
 
   “They made planet fall.  The habitats landed,” Cammarry stated. 
 
    
 
   The ship was very long and slender.  There were outcropping in sixteen different places, but the overall shape was thin and elongated.  Light from the planet reflected up and off the ship.  Additionally, the ship was illuminated by the light from the sun in the solar system.  That light was redder than the sunlight they had seen from Earth’s sun.  
 
    
 
   “So the report was correct and here we are,” Cammarry said.    
 
    
 
   “But where is here?”  Jerome asked.  “And how did we go from trying to dock next to the robotic probe on the hull of the Conestoga to this place?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, are we safe here?  How are the systems?”  Cammarry asked. She was rubbing her eyes and pinching her nose. 
 
    
 
   “All systems are fully operational and no damage has been detected from the incident,” Sandie said.  “We have all the supplies we had before the incident.  Thruster fuel levels are the same.  We have more than enough fuel to reach the orbiting Conestoga.  I can find no untoward effects on any of my systems.  Mooring lines are recoiled and intact.”
 
    
 
   “But what was that incident?”  Jerome asked. “Just where are we?  Was there an explosion of some kind?” 
 
    
 
   “No explosion in the conventional definition of that term.  Analysis of the incident’s composition is uncertain.  Answering your question about what the incident was, is the much more difficult question to answer.  I am not sure how we got here, nor where here actually is,” Sandie replied.  “I am running tests and making observations.  Initial astronomical findings show we are not where we were before.  I am searching for celestial reference points to establish our galactic location.  I have located the robotic probe.”
 
    
 
   “You mean the one that was attached to the hull of the Conestoga?  I thought that was on a cylinder. Is it on the planet?”  Cammarry asked.  “Those cylinders are missing from that orbiting Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “I located the robotic probe.  It is confirmed as the one launched from Dome 17.  Prior to the incident it was attached to the hull of a cylinder.  This one is not.  That sounds contradictory, since Dome 17 only launched one probe to the Conestoga.  However, this probe and the one we originally saw attached to the hull are the same.  I cannot explain how that apparent duplication happened,” Sandie answered tentatively.  “I am not even sure using the term duplication is accurate.  I can only report that we have encountered two probes which are both the exact same probe.  Despite sounding impossible, both probes were, or are, the single probe which was launched.”  
 
    
 
   “Duplication?”  Jerome asked.  “What do you mean?  How can there be two probes?”
 
    
 
   “Readings prior to the incident indicate that the scout made contact with the hull right next to the probe.  Now, post incident, the probe is here, some 327 meters away from us free floating in space,” Sandie stated. 
 
    
 
   “The incident affected the probe and the Conestoga and us?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “That is a valid potential,” Sandie replied.  “However, by scanning the drive section of the Conestoga it looks to have been in a highly eccentric orbit for roughly seventy-one earth years.  I cannot explain the time discrepancies.   I truly am sorry to be reporting what appears to be inaccuracies and contradictions.  I have made optical assessment of the probe.”
 
    
 
   The display screen showed the robotic probe drifting alone in space.  The red light was still flashing, yet nowhere was the probe attached to anything else.  
 
    
 
   “How much time passed in that incident?”  Jerome asked.  “Were we unconscious?”  
 
    
 
   “As I reported, I did not register any passage of time,” Sandie answered.  “I cannot explain how that can be.  I had a perception of time, yet the instruments all show zero passage of time during what we are calling the incident.  I cannot explain it.  It is clear you both also perceived a passage of time.”
 
    
 
   “Some kind of teleportation?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “The incident does not conform to the known teleportation system designed by Brink.  I see no similarities between what was recorded, and the tests proving Brink’s teleportation method,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Well, did the same thing happen to the probe that happened to us?”  Cammarry asked. “This is too strange; I know time passed while that incident was happening.” 
 
    
 
   “I agree.  The probe should still be attached to the hull of the Conestoga.  The magnetics and adhesives for attachment are very tough.  The image shows no wreckage or debris from it being ripped off.  How did we all get to this location?”  Jerome questioned.  “The same thing cannot exist in two different locations simultaneously.”
 
    
 
   “Again, I apologize, but I am not sure how to explain the incident,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Was it a singularity or black hole?”  Jerome asked.  “Old novels and entertainment productions made much of those hypothetical constructs.”
 
    
 
   “I observed no separation of any of the thirty-seven known weakly interacting massive particles.  There was no alteration recorded of background dark matter, gravity sheer, photonic collapse, quarkite alteration, quantum aberrancies, or celestial tidal forces which would be expected had we encountered what was once called a black hole,” Sandie stated.  “However, the incident is mysterious.  I cannot account for the current distances between the orbiting Conestoga, the probe and our scout ship, even allowing for the time since the incident ceased. I cannot account for the chronology of events around the incident.”
 
    
 
   “What are you sure about?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have some confidence in reporting that we exist.  I am confident that the probe is the same one which was launched from Dome 17.  I have checked serial numbers on a dozen parts and they all are consistent with the probe that was launched, and the probe we observed anchored to the Conestoga.  Jerome makes an important observation.  This probe does not have any signs it was ever attached to anything.  The grappling mechanisms have not been deployed.  This probe shows no record of any anchoring to anything.  That is interesting in light of our mooring lines which also show no sign of attachment and are in the retracted position.  Additionally, my data suggests that two Conestoga vessels were encountered, which is also seemingly impossible.  One in stationary position with eight intact cylinders, dead in the water, so to speak.  Another is here in orbit maintaining a significant enough velocity, relative to the planet, but without the cylinders.  I am compiling and computing and digesting the other information I am gathering.  I am sorry I cannot be of more assistance.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, thank you.  Keep working to figure this out,” Cammarry said.  “There is some explanation, and we just need to find it.”
 
    
 
   “A phantom ship?  The more enlightened our houses are, the more their walls ooze ghosts,” Jerome said.  “That first Conestoga, the one Sandie had trouble focusing on with the optics, and that did not have a rebound from the laser, was that real or an illusion?”  Jerome was flexing his hands together, a sign Cammarry recognized as a self-soothing exercise he did to focus his mind and reduce stress.
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  The Conestoga a ghost?”  Cammarry asked as she squished up her face. 
 
    
 
   “It fits the facts as we see them now,” Jerome replied.  “But I too am mystified.”
 
    
 
   “I cannot explain what we went through,” Sandie commented.  “The best of my readings showed that we had arrived via the FTL system at the Conestoga, however, prior to the incident the navigation, astrogation, optics, and lasers all showed erroneous readings.  Then when we made physical contact the incident happened.  Now we find ourselves here with another Conestoga, and another probe, near a solar system which was unknown and not observable prior to the incident. Here all systems are reading accurately with all sensors and assessment tools are fully functional.  There are no erroneous readings.  I can focus the optics, and I have gotten quality rebound using the lasers against both the probe and the orbiting Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “What about astrogation?  Where are we?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “As I said, that remains unknown.  I have been unable to locate the Earth’s solar system.  I am searching for reference points in other astronomical bodies.  Some pulsars have been located, none of which are in the database.  I am attempting to establish reference points by finding known Westerhuis star systems, however I cannot conjecture how long this process will take.” 
 
    
 
   “What did you perceive?  Give us all the information you have and make a best guess as to what happened,” Cammarry commanded.  
 
    
 
   “The data is too contradictory to make a guess,” Sandie replied.  “I resist sharing it.”
 
    
 
   “Just say it,” Jerome commanded.  “We all had something happen. There is no great genius without a mixture of madness.”
 
    
 
   Sandie answered, “I have shared some of what was recorded, but here is part of what was more bizarre.  The scout’s sensors recorded a place which was 47 millimeters in diameter, which according to the ship’s systems we passed through, which is impossible.  The reading of the Conestoga showed it to be two dimensional as we passed through that spot, also an impossibility.  I also recorded several images of the scout ship as seen from the surface of the hull.  Those images showed the scout docked to the hull, which we know did not happen.  The flight speed indicator read 78% of light speed before it shut down, yet at that some moment the astrogation showed no movement relative to the prior position.  Those are just some of the contradictory findings.  May I suggest we dispense with discussion of the incident for the time being, and concentrate on the orbiting Conestoga?  Our mission still demands we dock and find a suitable location for the teleportation receiving pad.”
 
    
 
   “We must call it something, not just the incident.  Sandie, pick a name for it, and then we will move on to the now orbiting Conestoga,” Jerome said.  “Sandie you picked your own name as you were created, so pick a name now for that thing we encountered.”
 
    
 
   “My name Sandie is a derivative which means ‘defender of humanity’ and that is what I intend to do for you both and for the people in Dome 17 who are depending on the success of our operation.  As to naming the incident, I dub it the Cosmic Crinkle,” The artificial intelligence system was just regaining some of her spunkiness and positive attitude.  
 
    
 
   “Cosmic Crinkle?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Jerome replied.
 
    
 
   “Space, time, and perception were all crinkled,” Sandie replied.  “I believe the name is appropriate.  Despite the Cosmic Crinkle, we need to continue onward on the mission.  The scout is fully functional.  You both are fully functional, and our mission remains to be completed.  Shall I set course for the orbiting Conestoga?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, take us there,” Cammarry said.  “And gather information about this solar system, it is probably our new home.”  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   9 docking
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The light from the solar system’s star cast a dull red glow which encompassed the interior of the scout ship’s cabin as they approached the Conestoga.  Sandie set the filters to keep out some of the new star’s light, but not nearly as much as she had for the light from the Earth’s sun.
 
    
 
   “I have made preliminary assessment of this solar system.  It is not a previously known or charted solar system.  The star has an average surface temperature of 3650 and a mass of 0.457,” Sandie reported.  “The spectrum of light being emitted is….”
 
    
 
   Cammarry interrupted.  “So this sun about 60% as hot as the Earth’s sun, and not even half its mass.  Certainly the light is more red. Save the other details on the star and tell us about the planet.”
 
    
 
   “The planet is the second in this system,” Sandie the AI replied.  “There is a small rocky planet in a closer orbit, and five gaseous planets further outward.  This planet does not have a moon.  The planet’s diameter is 19,109 km.  My instruments cannot penetrate its upper atmosphere effectively.  Conjectured rate of planetary spin gives it a day of 32.17 hours, with 289 days to its year.”
 
    
 
   “So is it suitable as a home?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Not without terraforming.   A complete assessment with better equipment will be needed to give a comprehensive answer to your inquiry.  From the limited scans I have been able to make of the atmosphere, it is toxic to human life.  There does appear to be an active biosphere on the planet, but the composition and details are yet to be uncovered.  Shall I now report on the Conestoga?”
 
    
 
   “Why did they land their habitats?”  Cammarry asked.  “They must know more than we do.”
 
    
 
   “They may have had no other choice.  Just like we have no real choice but to dock to the Conestoga,” Jerome said.  “So did you find a place to attach?”
 
    
 
   “Indeed I have,” Sandie effused.  “Since I am not having the optical difficulties we encountered previously, prior to the incident with the Cosmic Crinkle, I have been able to do detailed assessments of the Conestoga’s core drive which remains in orbit.”
 
    
 
   “Any sign of the cylinders?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “As you suggested, they might be on the planet’s surface.  I am unable to scan deeply enough through the atmosphere to ascertain if they have landed or not.  The cylinders are not anywhere in space within scanning distance, so I conjecture that it is likely they did make planet fall,” Sandie replied.  “I have located a large hanger bay on the Conestoga.  The ship has power, but it is not evenly divided across the various places on the ship.  There are some spots which have been exposed to vacuum, and other places where there is visible damage.  The hanger bay I have located is in a section which shows power and internal temperatures which are within safe limits.  I will be able to tell you more after we dock.”
 
    
 
   The scout ship flew closer to the Conestoga.  Far fewer places on the hull were illuminated by lighting than when they had surveyed the Conestoga before the incident.  Here the lights were sporadically located and varied in intensity and color.  Some flickered erratically.  The main structure of the ship was relatively smooth, and undamaged, but did have the sixteen different places where the cylinders had been attached.  Those places were massive scaffolds which were truncated at the point where the cylinder would have been.  Some of the scaffolds showed obvious damage, and there were places on the drive ship which did have twisted wreckage and areas of ruined permalloy.  
 
    
 
   “Have you received any transmissions or messages?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  However, I am picking up signals which indicate old-style electronics, magnetico-analog, and digital voltaic frequencies within the Conestoga.  So there are some functional systems still in operation.  A main power system is, as I said, marginally operational.  I have not been able to contact any humans or artificial intelligences systems.  All indications of technological functioning are appropriate to circa one-hundred years ago, at the level I expected to find.”
 
    
 
   The hanger doors appeared as the scout circled around the colony ship’s central drive section.  It did not seem quite as gigantic without the habitat cylinders, yet it was still immense compared to the tiny scout ship.
 
    
 
   “Can you remotely open them?”  Jerome asked.  “That would be an easy way to enter.”
 
    
 
   “I have been sending request and scanning for proper ways to interface with the hanger bay doors, but have not been able to activate them.  No AI or human responses.  No identified remote activation mechanisms.  I do see a small door to the side of the hanger bays.  The door could be an airlock.  I can maneuver us close enough to make an umbilicus which would surround that door and allow us to either decode the door mechanism and open it, or do a forced entry there,” Sandie stated.  “That is, if you approve of another attempt to touch the Conestoga.  It is conceivable that by touching the Conestoga an additional or another incident will be initiated.  The incident remains unexplained, and while I think the circumstances are different this time, I cannot absolutely guarantee our safety.  I conjecture that this is safer than our previous contact, as all my instruments are functioning and I am not reading any erroneous data.  I vote that we plunge into it.  Shall we do that?  I am ready, willing, and able!”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s enthusiasm made them both smile.  Jerome replied, “Sure, you brought us through the last incident with that, what did you call it, Cosmic Crinkle, so proceed. Plunge boldly into the thick of life!”
 
    
 
   “I agree, get us on to the Conestoga,” Cammarry affirmed. 
 
    
 
   “Approaching the possible airlock door.  We are now at ten meters.  Deploying mooring lines,” Sandie said.
 
    
 
   Jerome felt a surge of excitement as the lines shot out and made attachment to the hull.  There was not another incident. 
 
    
 
   “Solid adhesion achieved.  Beginning winching procedures.  Umbilicus will be made at three meters,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   The lines wound up and ever so slowly pulled the scout ship up near to the airlock door.  
 
    
 
   “I see writing, or labeling above that square plate on the right side of the door,” Cammarry said.  “It is in standard, and says, ‘Exterior Repair Station 14-NS.’ I think that confirms the supposition it is an airlock.”
 
    
 
   “Extending permalloy nozzles for manufacture of the umbilicus.  This will secure the scout ship to the Conestoga.  It would be possible to sever the ship for future use, but that will be a time consuming process,” Sandie stated.  “Shall I proceed?”
 
    
 
   “She who hesitates is lost,” Jerome replied.  “The scout cannot navigate in the planet’s atmosphere anyway, and where else would we go?”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Sandie exclaimed.
 
    
 
   Triple nozzles expended out from the recesses of the scout ship and with precision placed layer upon layer of permalloy in a near perfect circle all around the end of the scout ship and built it until reaching the blue colored permalloy of the Conestoga.  The liquefied permalloy hardened and sealed itself against the hull.  Sandie was careful not to place the final connection layers over anything which looked in any way as if it could open, or was a set of controls or mechanisms.  The square shape near the label was completed free of contact with the new permalloy.  The difference between the old and new were easily seen.  The nozzles prayed the past bits to reinforce the seam between old blue permalloy, and the new tannish colored permalloy.  The new tan permalloy set and hardened.  
 
    
 
   “Umbilicus established.  Pressurizing and heating the interior,” Sandie announced.  “I have also attached sensors to the hull of the Conestoga, and am detecting energy readings and compartments behind the airlock door.  The scans only can penetrate so deeply, but it appears that there is atmosphere and pressure beyond the door.”
 
    
 
   “That square under the labeling looks like it might be important,” Cammarry observed.  “I think it is some kind of door lock or mechanism of operation.  The crew of the Conestoga had to have some way to open this from outside.”
 
    
 
   “Understanding the controls and tools used on this old ship may take some time, but I think you are correct,” Jerome said excitedly.  “What do you think will activate it?”  
 
    
 
   “We will soon find out, Jerome.  Sandie, when can we approach?”
 
    
 
   “The pressure is adequate, temperature is adequate, breathable conditions achieved.  The umbilicus is ready for your use!”
 
    
 
   The rear hatch of the scout ship was opened, and Cammarry floated out.  She approached the wall ahead of her which was the hull of the Conestoga.  She could see the seam line around the door.  Using the labeling as an orientation marker, Cammarry floated around and looked more closely at the door. It was roughly two meters wide and three meters high.  She touched the old permalloy.  It had a different texture than the scout ship.  The weave of the ultra-hard material was thicker and rougher on the Conestoga.  Running her hands over the lettering she felt no differences.  The lettering was a part of the permalloy and not painted, engraved, or somehow placed on the permalloy.  It was in the permalloy.
 
    
 
   “Try the square,” Jerome suggested.  He too had floated out from the scout ship, but was carrying a fusion pack, and a set of tool. 
 
    
 
   “Knock, knock!”  Cammarry said as she tapped her knuckles against first the door and then the square plate beneath the lettering.  “May we come in?”
 
    
 
   “I will try setting a fusion pack against that plate,” Jerome said.  “The contacts on the bottom might be able to find an energy source and supplement it.”
 
    
 
   Setting the fusion pack against the square plate caused a sudden glowing of the plate.  Two buttons appeared illuminated in the permalloy.  They were in the same script as the label above the plate.
 
    
 
   ‘Depressurize’ was above a cerulean color button and ‘Pressurize’ was above a button lit in amber color.
 
    
 
   “We have found controls,” Jerome said happily.  
 
    
 
   “That also looked like an access port of some kind.”  Cammarry pointed to a small hole.  A cover had slid off of that as soon as the plate was energized.  
 
    
 
   “I can probe that orifice,” Sandie said.  A small cable came out from the back of the scout ship and attached itself into the access port.  “Yes, I can now follow the, shall we call them circuits, or schematics, or conduits?  These power channels are of antique vintage and I am having to use care in how I assess them.  They are more fragile than I expected.  Their original power source is interrupted at some distant point, but the fusion pack is supplying modulated power at the proper levels.  This door is the external one of an airlock.  The inner door is sealed, and there is a simple lock-out mechanism in place to prevent opening the external door while the inner door is open, or while the chamber is pressurized.  A prudent safety precaution, even if it is rudimentary.  I can circumvent those and have the door open in a moment.  Additionally, prepare yourselves for gravity manipulation which I believe I can activate when the door opens.  The normal system here is the opposite of that.  Gravity manipulation is shut off as the airlock is depressurized and the exterior door is opened.  I am bypassing those so as to operate the door in the fashion we desire.”
 
    
 
   “Well done Sandie,” Jerome said.  “Will coming to the Conestoga be one small step for a man, and a giant leap for mankind?”
 
    
 
   “Save that quote for when the Dome 17 people start walking through the teleportation orifice we will establish,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   “You may wish to properly equip yourselves before I open the door.  There are two sets of communication links which conveniently fit over an ear.  This will allow me to monitor you as well as hear and see what you are experiencing.  The com-links will keep us in constant contact.  We have very limited knowledge of what lies beyond.  Your RAM clothing should protect you from environmental hazards, however, there may be other threats which are yet to be revealed,” Sandie cautioned. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, the blasters, we must take Willie’s weapons with us,” Jerome said.  “Let me unpack them, and the satchels with the other supplies.  I will get the containers for the teleportation equipment as well.  They are bundled together in the packs.  We can just move the teleporter gear inside, no sense waiting until the last minute.”
 
    
 
   “Right, we need to set up the receiving pad as soon as possible,” Cammarry replied.
 
    
 
   Jerome floated back and slid into the scout ship.  He emerged a moment later with the two backpacks, and the belted holsters holding the weapons.  He had a communication link on his left ear.  He handed a commination link and backpack to Cammarry.  She deftly slipped on the ear piece, then slung on her backpack and tightened the belt around her waist, twisting slighting as she floated around.  She patted the holstered weapon.  “Com-link and weapons ready.  Sandie, will I sense down as oriented to this label on the controls?”  Cammarry asked.  “When that gravity manipulation is activated?”
 
    
 
   “I believe so, although the system is antique and I am not able to fully scan its mechanisms. The gravity manipulation will not be felt until entering the airlock and passing the door’s threshold. It is possible that gravity effects are already established in the airlock.  I can only follow the old programming of the door switches, and they do not indicate the current status of gravity within,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Well, open it up,” Jerome ordered.  “Once more into a breach.”
 
    
 
   Both Jerome and Cammarry pulled their suit’s masks into place.
 
    
 
   There was a grinding and tearing sound.  The airlock door shuddered a bit and then snapped open.  Very dim light revealed the airlock.  
 
    
 
   Grabbing a handle on the outside of the door, Jerome swung his legs into the airlock.  “Yes, there is gravity here.”  He dropped into a standing position.  “Feels about like normal.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry followed his example and maneuvered into the airlock.  There were handrails along both sides of the chamber which was roughly five meters wide, and ten meters deep.  At the far end was another door which was askew in its frame.  The door alignment was off, and darkness was seen beyond where the door failed to close.  Scattered all about the floor of the airlock were piles of debris.    
 
    
 
   “No toxins or other contaminants in the air,” Sandie replied.  “There are particulates of organic matter as well as residue from a myriad of safe items.  None pose a threat to you.”
 
    
 
   “The place is a mess,” Cammarry observed as she walked forward.  “Trash and old machinery parts, and something smells rather foul.”
 
    
 
   Jerome had stepped toward the far end of the airlock.  There was a pile of debris in that corner which was about waste high.  Tightly interwoven stands of something were in a mound.  Several fist sized holes were in the sides of that mound.  
 
    
 
   “That does not look purely random,” Jerome said as he approached it.  “It is chaotic, but looks constructed.  Why would someone build this thing?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry joined him, and as they reached the end of the chamber, they could better see that the door there was damaged and had been melted along one side.  The drippings of the permalloy ran down and left streaks along the melted and ruined edge of the door.  The permalloy had rehardened when it had stopped melting.  Next to the door, on the opposite side from the damage, was another flat plate on the wall which was lit up with the twin buttons, one cerulean and the other amber.  The lettering over them was hard to discern through the grime, charring, and film on the wall.  
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped onto the edge of the mound and reached out to scrape off the film when there was a sudden explosion of movement under his feet.  
 
    
 
   Something dark and quick darted away and into one of the holes on the mound.  
 
    
 
   “What was that?”  Jerome cried out as he stepped back.  
 
    
 
   “An animal,” Sandie replied.  “I did not see it clearly enough for identification.”
 
    
 
   “I want to see it,” Jerome said, and leaned in and peered into the hole.
 
    
 
   “We have found life,” Cammarry exclaimed.  She cautiously stepped forward to where Jerome was watching the hole.  
 
    
 
   “This is some kind of tunnel into the mound.  I cannot see the animal.”  Jerome reached out and patted the top of the mound.  
 
    
 
   Several more creatures darted around and scurried into the holes in the mound.  
 
    
 
   “That small dome is their home,” Cammarry said.  “But what are they?”
 
    
 
   “I was able to observe one specimen for a rough determination,” Sandie said.  “It is a species of Muroidea, Rattus Norvegicus.  It is likely there are a large number of them in this location, as the mound you are seeing is characteristic of their species.  The mound is made from some kind of organic materials which I am not able to precisely identify.  The animals constructed that mound, and are not much of a threat to you so long as you keep a distance away from the individuals.  Historically they were known to carry parasites and were disease vectors.”
 
    
 
   “Rats?  Cammarry asked.  “We found rats!”  
 
    
 
   “The wise cat eats cheese and breathes down rat tunnels with baited breath,” Jerome said.  “Now I understand something about what that means.  I found a rat hole.  The cat was another type of animal.  I wonder if we will see them as well?”
 
    
 
   “Well, if this animal life has survived, then the Conestoga is hospitable for the people from Dome 17.  We need to find a place to set up the receiving pad and start bringing them through.”  Cammarry pushed aside some of the mound.  It was tougher than she expected.  She heard a few squeals which made her face smile, but she did not see any more of the rats as they fled.  Working for a bit she cleared the way to the door.
 
    
 
   “We need a much larger location than this broken airlock,” Jerome countered.  “We will need to get that inner door to open.  From the damage, I doubt it will operate properly, even if we infuse it with energy.  The frame and door have been melted, welded in a way, together.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled a molecular cutting torch out from his backpack.  He unfolded it and set it for a proper depth of cutting.  Holding it against the ruined door, he moved it in a slow and methodical manner.  “I wonder why or how this door got ruined?  The airlock function was destroyed.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry lifted one of the fusion packs and activated a light.  She shined the beam through the gap where the door was damaged.  “I can see some kind of large chair, and two other doors.  That next room is not large enough for the receiving pad either.”
 
    
 
   “This out to do it.”  Jerome kicked the center of the door and it noisily fell into the next room.  The neat and tidy edges where he had severed the metal were shinny.  
 
    
 
   They stepped into the room.  There was a large chair with many levers, dials, buttons, and controls on its arms.  The seat had an irregular and lumpy brown substance on it.  They looked closely at the controls, but even more closely at the stuff in the seat.  There were tints of red color along some of the edges of the substance, which when examined, was actually a number of individual plants all growing closely together.  They had upright stems, with red tinted tops, and cone shaped side appendages.
 
    
 
   “That is a kind of organic material,” Sandie commented.  “Using visual methods I conjecture it is part of a plant family called eukaryotic organisms, also known as molds, fungi, and by various species specific names. My database does not allow me to identify this one.”
 
    
 
   Looking around the room, they saw a large display screen which would never work again. It was shattered along one side, with broken pieces scattered beneath it.  
 
    
 
   “Shall I see if any of this is operational?”  Cammarry said as she reached to set her fusion pack on the arm of the chair.  She could see an access port under the grime.
 
    
 
   “Yes, maybe we can get those other doors to open up.  From their positions, I doubt they would open to space, and if we can get them to function it is easier and more useful than cutting a way in.”  Jerome was still examining the fungus growing on the chair’s seat.  “So this is what biology looks like in real life.  Look deep into nature, and then you will understand everything better.”
 
    
 
   “It sort of reminds me of the biological cube farms in Dome 17, just not compartmentalized.”  Cammarry jacked the fusion pack into the access port on the chair.  A few of the controls lit up, and the overhead light in the room came on.  That light showed that the fungus growing on the chair was not the only flora in the room.  In the corners of the room were stands of the same kind of fungus.  Along one wall there was a hole which had been crudely cut open.  Air duct openings were also now visible, and the grilles which had once covered the openings were lying on the floor.  More plant growth was seen in the ducts.
 
    
 
   “Those animals must have escaped through those ducts and that hole.  In fact, that hole looks like something liquid has been dribbling out of it.”  Cammarry approached the hole.  She resisted touching the spot where the wetness was.  “It looks like water, but it could be something else.  Water just dripping down a wall.  What a waste.”
 
    
 
   “John could tell us the whole life cycle of these plants, and I bet water is an essential ingredient.  See how on the floor there is also a lot of built up grime, dust, and other stuff.” Jerome squatted down and brushed at the floor.  “There is a layer of something here.”  He pinched it and rubbed it between his fingers.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry tried a few more controls on the arms of the chair, and finally two panels lit up next to the other doors.  Each panel was about fifteen centimeters square and divided into nine sections.  Each section was a different color.  
 
    
 
   “Well, that is something, I suppose. Are these some kind of door mechanism?  Let me see what I can do.”  Cammarry touched the center section of one of the panels.  The center was lit by blue coloring.  
 
    
 
   The door slid to the side and into a pocket in the wall.  Another small room was revealed.  A dull glow came from the light fixtures in the ceiling.  This room had storage shelves lining the opposite wall.  The shelves were covered with more the small brown and red fungi.  It was growing on nearly every horizontal surface in the two rooms they had inspected.  
 
    
 
   On the floor, was a green colored spacesuit.  The bottom section was complete and intact, but the top section was damaged and ripped. Pale green sprouts of some kind were sticking out from the exposed inside of the suit.  The jagged edge of the tear cut across roughly where a person’s waist would be.  Between the green sprouts the dark yellow of bone could be seen.  A skull was exposed where the neckline of the spacesuit ended.  Some other green things were also poking out from that neckline.  A bubble helmet was off to the side, upside down with a dark liquid inside of it.  The liquid had filled the helmet and was oozing down the side where it pooled.   More of the dark liquid was running down the wall from an open air vent.  It dripped an occasion plop into the helmet.  
 
    
 
   “We found a crew member,” Cammarry said.  “Dead for a long time.  Not dried out like in the dead domes.  There is some kind of other plant growth coming up from inside the spacesuit.”  She knelt down and shined the light into the ripped open cavity of the spacesuit.  “Some bones, and other organics.  Sandie, how long has this body been dead?”
 
    
 
   “That is difficult to determine,” The AI Sandie answered. “Many factors influence decomposition, including microorganisms, liquids, and other environmental considerations.  I conjecture that person died decades ago.  Not even all the bones are intact and there is a suggestion of rodent scavenging.  Note the vertebrae bones scattered under the shelves.  The spacesuit has provided some protection but the best conjecture says the body has been here for decades.” 
 
    
 
   “Sandie, how is the biological stuff growing in these places?”  Jerome asked.  “Does natural stuff just always grow rampant like this?  Dome 17 never had anything like this.”  
 
    
 
   “You are correct, Jerome, Dome 17 was a sterilized environment with air scrubbers and many other antiseptic systems.  From what I can observe about the rooms you have entered, there is a strong likelihood that the grime layer you have seen on many of the surfaces is actually a growth medium.  I cannot analyze the composition of the growth medium, but I conjecture that is what you are seeing.  As to how or why it is there, that is a mystery,” Sandie replied. 
 
    
 
   “But it means life is here.  We saw those animals, and now different kinds of plants on that dead body.  We just need a large enough area for building the teleportation receiving pad.  Then we can get Brink and John and all the other brilliant minds of Dome 17 here and we will figure it all out.  Cammarry stated.  She moved around the storage room, but nothing else was seen.  “The other door will open to somewhere.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked over to that door and copied what Cammarry had done by pressing the blue colored box in the center of the color control pad.  The door slid open with a whoosh.  Again, the next room was lit by the dull glare from overhead lights they had seen in the other rooms.  This room was much larger however, roughly thirty meters long, and about ten meters wide.  
 
    
 
   A small thing fluttered by.
 
    
 
   “Another animal?”  Cammarry asked as she watched the creature flap its thin wings.  It was a brown and gray color and moved flittingly.  It came right toward the light Cammarry held.  
 
    
 
   The AI Sandie replied, “That is not an animal, except in a very broad definition of the world.  It is an insect, to the order Lepidoptera, commonly called a moth. It is attracted to the light.  It is completely harmless.  This area has more species of flora and fauna than the previous rooms.  This room was once some kind of technological center or a common connection area for many systems. However, the wreckage of those systems is substantially hidden underneath the biological growth, especially at the center of the room.  I am attempting to virtually reconstruct the original schematics, but the damage is extensive, and with only limited visual and auditory connections, the reconstructive work is slow.  I am observing for more information about the original systems here.  The primary design of this room was not for biological usages.  None of the rooms we have explored were originally suited for ecological systems.  As to our mission, this location is a suitable size and location for the teleportation receiving pad.  I suggest building it at once.”
 
    
 
   Looking around, Cammarry also saw that the plant growth was different.  There were larger plants around the edges of the room, some climbing up the walls, and others were squatty sphere shapes about a meter tall.  Like in the other rooms, water was dripping slowly down the walls in various places, and the air vent covers were all missing.  Most of the foliage was off-white, brownish, taupe, or a very pale green.  There was a musky smell in the air.  Several more flying insects were observed.  There was a thicket of waist high plants at the center of the room.  They were intertwined with each other which made for a substantial clump of plants.
 
    
 
   “Here is where we build the teleportation receiving pad,” Jerome said.  “We will just need to harvest the raw materials.  The doors here will serve as a source for the grid.  I can easily strip out the permalloy and form the grid pattern needed.”  He pulled out the molecular torch.  
 
    
 
   “There is an awful lot of biological stuff in here.  Will it interfere with teleportation?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “All this amazing and wonderful life is truly a positive sign.  I conjecture it will not interfere in any way with the teleportation system. Please be careful not to disrupt too much of the biology as you build.  There is sufficient space on this side of that hedge of plants,” Sandie replied.  “There are other factors I am concerned about, but am working on those as we speak.  The data sticks have the detailed plans and I suggest you begin working immediately.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled a data stick out of her thigh pocket, and took a reader from another pocket.  Setting the reader down, she inserted the data stick. Nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   “There is no response.” Cammarry removed the data stick and reinserted it.  She watched for the light to shine up the side of the data stick, but nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   “Try another one,” Jerome suggested.  “Perhaps that one malfunctioned.”
 
    
 
   “I have yet to see a data stick fail.  They work even in the dead domes.”  Cammarry did pull a different one out and inserted it into the reader.  Again there was no response.  
 
    
 
   “The reader must be faulty.”  Cammarry pulled a different reader out and again tried the data sticks.  Neither one would function.  “This is strange.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled out his own data stick reader and tried the data sticks he carried.  None of them worked.  None of the readers showed any sign of being powered or functional.  “All of these are just dead.  Sandie, how can that be?”
 
    
 
   “Under normal circumstances, the odds of a complete failure of all the data sticks and readers at the same time is infinitesimally small, so much as to make it a near certain impossibility.  However, we did pass through that Cosmic Crinkle, and I do not know what lingering effects it may have had.  I will run some conjectures on this situation.  Meanwhile, I still have full plans for the teleportation receiving pad.  I will project those plans from your com-links.”
 
    
 
   Floating in front of Cammarry and Jerome were the plans.  
 
    
 
   “That door we already cut off will be a good start,” Jerome said and turned around and headed for where it lay.  He stepped through the doorway and back toward the airlock.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled off her backpack and started to disassemble the component parts of the teleportation control systems.
 
    
 
   “Yaaaa,  Waaaaah!”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry remained motionless in her squatting position.  
 
    
 
   “Aaeeeeh!   Aeeeeuuua!”
 
    
 
   The strange cries echoed throughout the gallery.  Cammarry could see nothing beyond the hedge of plants at the center of the room.  Neither could anything be observed long the sides, where there were more open spaces.
 
    
 
   “Link me with Jerome.  Jerome?”  Cammarry whispered.  
 
    
 
   Through the earpiece Jerome answered.  His voice was loud, and Cammarry wondered how far it traveled.
 
    
 
   “Jerome, someone is screaming in here.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, that vocalization is probably not human,” the AI Sandie interjected.  “I cannot identify it, but checking against human pitches and variables, I conjecture it is a nonhuman sound.  I cannot be absolutely certain, but the likelihood of it being a person is very low.  However, it certainly it is a living entity of some kind.  This is so thrilling!”
 
    
 
   “It sounds like it is in terrible pain.”
 
    
 
   “I am coming back,” Jerome called.  
 
    
 
   A moment later he burst past the door.  He had the Willie blaster drawn.  He took a squatting position by Cammarry.  “Where is your weapon?”
 
    
 
   “I did not think to draw it,” Cammarry said.  “I thought I was hearing some crewman in agony.”
 
    
 
   “Whaaaaoooo!   Eeeeeooooh!”  
 
    
 
   “That is a terrible sound,” Jerome said.  “Pain often causes someone to scream out.” 
 
    
 
   They both looked around but could not see anything.  The hedge blocked out the view of the center, and the edges remained empty.
 
    
 
   “Maaaeeee.   Beeeooooa.”
 
    
 
   “There are at least five separate entities making those calls,” Sandie reported.  “I have checked my database but I can find no corresponding sounds.  I apologize for not being able to identify this.  It certainly is exciting!”
 
    
 
   “Is there a danger here?  I have read about the predatory kind of animals. Are these things preparing to attack?”  Jerome asked as he gazed down the sights of his weapon.  His voice was calm and controlled.  He was breathing slowly and deeply. 
 
    
 
   “I cannot give a definite answer,” Sandie said.  “There is insufficient information.  
 
    
 
   A small animal, roughly knee high, came bounding out of the shadows, around the hedge.  It was hard to see because of the dim light and the fact it was moving very quickly and in ways that looked random.  It leaped on its long skinny legs, and bounced about.  It sprang up onto an old storage crate where the moss and fungus were short, but then bounded off the wall and back to the floor. Another animal also pranced into view and leaped over the first one, twisting and calling out as it did.
 
    
 
   “Baammaa!”  
 
    
 
   “Oh cute!”  Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   The animals were now moving into a more visible part of the room.  They had four legs, a small tail, and a rectangular head with ears that jutted out to the sides.  They were various colors, but both had fur that followed a basic pattern.  They had dark colored heads, either a brown or black.  That coloration was over not just their heads, but along their shoulders creating a drape-like effect with the color covering about half of the front legs.  The rear of each animal was white with a few stripes or splotches of color.  The animals moved so rapidly, bouncing and jumping about, that it was hard to see all their features.  
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled up on his weapon and pointed it toward the ceiling.  “They look like young animals.  The way they frolic reminds me of a young batch of age-mates.  But perhaps I am just ignorant of the ways animals can act?”
 
    
 
   Two more animals appeared, and they were larger than the first two.  One jumped up on the crate and stayed there.  The other was walking along toward where the little ones were bounding about.  These larger animals were white on their faces, and short horns on their heads.  They had brown or perhaps reddish brown colors on their sides.  The one walking along was quite bloated, swollen, and round looking near its back legs.  
 
    
 
   Suddenly, one of the small animals raced toward the bloated one, and stuck its head down underneath the animal’s belly.  The small one put its front legs straight out, dipped its back and jabbed its head into a part of the other animal.  The big one stood still as the smaller one nuzzled underneath.  
 
    
 
   “Babies feeding,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “Indeed, that is correct,” Sandie stated.  “These are animals are no threat.  They are of a type called capra aegagrus hircus, commonly called the goat.  At one time on Earth there were an estimated one-billion of these goat animals in a myriad of subspecies, varieties, and types.  According to the records we have, goats are one of the oldest domesticated animals.  They were used for their milk, meat, hair, skins, as a work animal, and as a companion animal.  These specific ones appear to be smaller than the average size in the records, perhaps they are of a dwarf variety.”  
 
    
 
   “Three billy goats?  There may be a troll lurking about somewhere, according to the old folklore,” Jerome said with a grin.  “Although what would constitute a bridge to trip-trap across is unclear.”  He smiled as he watched the one goat nurse while the other young one continued to bop about leaping in silly ways.
 
    
 
   “Billy goat refers to the male, nanny goat refers to the female, and the young ones are called kids,” Sandie said. “At least according to the common parlance of that era.  As to the troll, there are a variety of possibilities.  Trolls were common in folklore, and may represent degenerate humans, people or ill repute, criminals, or a common fear of the unknown. A troll might be a substitute figure for a monster that has no specific physical description.  Trolls in the historical records varied drastically from culture to culture and even within the same community.  Often the troll was simply a non-specific embodiment of the unknown or of primitive mind’s anxiety of terror.”  
 
    
 
   “So no real trolls?”  Jerome chuckled.  
 
    
 
   The first young animal stopped nursing and began hopping about again.  They kept moving closer and closer in their meandering manner.  Then suddenly all the goats stood still, turned, and looked directly at where Jerome and Cammarry were squatting.  With a group mentality, the goats seemed to all become aware of the people at the same moment.  They intensely stared at the adventurers.  
 
    
 
   “Maaaaa!”  The goats all cried in unison.
 
    
 
   “They have seen us,” Cammarry said. “They do not seem overly worried or concerned.  We still need to build the receiving pad, and these animals just confirm there is adequate resources here.  They are able to survive, we have seen water running in these rooms, and there is plant life.  Some kind of ecosystem is functioning, and apparently has been for years.”
 
    
 
   “I will get that door and begin making the grid,” Jerome said and as he stood up, the goats bolted away in the blink of an eye.  
 
    
 
   “I guess I scared them.  They are certainly skittish.”  Jerome saw something else move in a far corner of the room.  Something was behind one of the bush-sized plants.  “Well one goat stayed, I think, way over there.  Unless it was the proverbial troll from the rhyme?”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned up the brightness of the fusion pack light and went back to setting out the components for the teleportation system.  
 
    
 
   Jerome left and returned carrying the door into the room.  He then cut a small section and made a flat tool of it.  Using that he scraped the growth medium off the floor and cleaned the needed area.  The space was more than adequate.  He continued cutting the remains of the permalloy door and slicing it into thin sections and placed them in the correct pattern on the floor.   
 
    
 
   “Sandie, I have everything ready.  As soon as we get the grid pattern laid down, we can begin calibrations and final assembly.”  Cammarry stood and walked over to another door and using a molecular saw, cut that door off and began stripping it down to add to the grid.
 
    
 
   “I am still working on some additional issues as well,” the AI replied.  “I hope to be ready when you are.”
 
    
 
   Working together, Jerome and Cammarry soon had the basic framework for the teleportation receiving pad completed.  The goats were heard again at one point, but it was a distant echo, and they did not approach.  The two people kept comparing their endeavors against the plans that Sandie displayed through their com-links.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, double check our construction quality,” Jerome commanded.  “We do not want any problems with this system.”  He stood still and waited for the AI’s reply.
 
    
 
   “Excellent work!”  Sandie chortled.  “The grid pattern is nearly perfect, and it is well within established tolerances and design clearances.”
 
    
 
   “So now we hook up all the pieces and connect in the component parts,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   She assembled the control and utilization console, as well as the proximity array and compiler.  Jerome made the connections for the fusion pack.  All the pieces fit together well and the mechanism was completed. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie, I am ready to activate.  Are you ready to oversee our transmissions?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “I am ready.”
 
    
 
   Jerome switched on the fusion pack.  He nodded to Cammarry who began tuning the controls for the teleportation pad.  The grid on the floor made a slight humming noise.  There was a dim glow from the grid as energy slid into it.  The area was wafted by a slight smell of ozone and something burnt. 
 
    
 
   “Step one operational,” Cammarry stated as she adjusted the controls.  “Now I need to fine tune it over the FTL pseudomagnetronics to be able to establish a direct connection.  I am running the initiation tests on the FTA transceiver.  Everything here looks good. It is functioning at acceptable levels. I can soon scan for the Dome’s signals.  When I lock in on Dome 17, we should have nearly instantaneous communication.  When I have the signal situated, all we will need to do is to connect in and synchronize the final field generator oscillations.  That step might take a short while to establish the final calibrations.”
 
    
 
   “All indicators are optimal,” Jerome said as he looked at the console.  Toggling a switch, he said, “Sending FTL carrier wave back to Dome 17.” 
 
    
 
   “Looking good.  System is ready to receive.”  Cammarry smiled.
 
    
 
   “Negative response to carrier wave,” Jerome reported.  “I am adjusting to larger scope and increasing quark synergistic amplitude and ultrasymmetric trios,” he adjusted several dials and checked some gauges on the console.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, I am not registering the Dome 17 signal,” Cammarry said.  “Where is the malfunction?  All my indicators say it is go for connection.”
 
    
 
   There was an awkward silence.
 
    
 
   “I agree, everything here looks good,” Jerome stated.  “The connection back to the dome should be easy.  The receiving pad is open to receive.”
 
    
 
   “Unless someone else already locked in,” Cammarry said with a tremble in her voice.  “Could that be?”
 
    
 
   “Brink would not prohibit us from locking in on the signal, even if another team had succeeded.  The way I understand it, the signal and a teleporter lock are separate things.  We might not be able to establish a lock and open an orifice, but the signal would still be there.  The sending pad cannot connect to two separate receivers, but that is different from the signal. Those are two separate parts of the system.  I could understand a failure to lock in and make the orifice, but we should still get the signal anyway, right”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Sandie?  Answer us!  What is the status of this teleporter?”  Cammarry yelled.  Her voice echoed around the large room, much like the goats bleating had done.  “Answer me!” 
 
    
 
   “Sandie, what is the issue?”  Jerome added.  “I am sending out the FTL carrier wave at maximum intensity, but I cannot even find the signal, let alone lock in.”
 
    
 
   “I was afraid of that,” Sandie the artificial intelligence system finally answered.  “Ever since we had the incident, I have been attempting to locate our astronomical position.  I have only found two confirmed reference points in space, Westerhuis 1066, and Westerhuis 200Q.”
 
    
 
   “What does that mean?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Those are the only two objects I can positively identify from our present location.  They are some of the most remote, from Earth’s position, of all the celestial objects identified and labeled by Astronomer Westerhuis.  I do have a third celestial object, a pulsar, which I conjecture to possibly be one in the database, but it only roughly approximates the readings from Earth,” Sandie said tentatively.
 
    
 
   “What does that mean?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “It means we are way far away from Earth,” Cammarry said in a low tone.  “Dome 17 is far, far, away.”    
 
    
 
   “That is why we need the teleportation receiving pad, of course we are light years away from Earth.  The Conestoga was on a hundred-year journey so it traveled a long way,” Jerome replied.  A growing unease was in his voice.
 
    
 
   “Neither Westerhuis 1066 nor Westerhuis 200Q were target systems for the colony ship program, were they?  Sandie?  Where are we?”  Cammarry murmured.  Then she spoke up. “Just say it!  Where are we?”
 
    
 
   “I cannot locate the Earth solar system.  I conjecture that we are between 1,722 and 1,789 light years from Earth, but that is only a rough conjecture with only a moderate level of confidence for accuracy.  If the pulsar is not the one in the database, and that is a distinct possibility, then I cannot even give a rough approximation of distance from Earth,” Sandie replied.
 
    
 
   “We are way too far away to find the signal from Dome 17,” Cammarry said.  “Is that what you mean?”  
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  I am truly sorry,” Sandie said. “I have attempted every conceivable way to assess our location, and let me repeat, I conjecture that we are between 1,722 and 1,789 light years from Earth. I can see no way to overcome the great distance, even with faster-than-light technology.”
 
    
 
   “We are over 1,700 light years further away from Earth than any of the colony ships’ target worlds?”  Jerome asked.  “How?”
 
    
 
   “That incident,” Cammarry said.  “That Cosmic Crinkle thing.  It threw us way out somewhere.”  She slammed her fist into the floor.  “No!  It cannot be.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry’s conclusion fits the facts, and she is likely correct, although I cannot explain it myself,” Sandie said.  “The Cosmic Crinkle apparently, to use her term, threw the Conestoga out here as well as throwing the robotic probe and our FTL scout ship.  I have no basis for understanding how that happened, but the facts point to that conclusion.”
 
    
 
   “So what we saw at the start of that incident, that first Conestoga, it was a mirage?”  Jerome said.  “Some kind of afterimage or stain in space?  Like I said, a ghost?”
 
    
 
   “I have no better word to use than mirage,” Sandie stated.  “We are here now, and I can conjecture no way of making a teleportation connection back to Dome 17.  I am truly sorry.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry shut down the teleportation receiving pad.  The hum was gone, the smells were gone, and the glow dissipated.  “We have failed.”
 
    
 
   Jerome was pensive.  He stepped over and held onto Cammarry.  He then stated, “We are alive.  We are here.  We can survive here.  That is not a failure.  The great secret of true success, of true happiness, is this: we live in the possible, and that is being successful.  We must not dwell in the past, nor dream of the future, we concentrate our minds on this present moment.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry hugged him back.  “But the people in Dome 17, what will happen to them?”
 
    
 
   “There are six other missions, one of them must succeed,” Jerome said and together they wept bitterly.    
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   As time passed, Cammarry and Jerome discovered that the dim lighting of the rooms they had explored did not charge over time.  Sandie reminded them some hours later, as they sat around the teleportation receiving pad, "You may wish to attempt sleep."  
 
    
 
   “How long has it been,” Jerome asked.  He stood and did some stretching exercises.  
 
    
 
   “It has been thirty-six hours since we had the Cosmic Crinkle incident.  You may wish to begin establishing a day-night cycle.  The lighting on the Conestoga seems to be consistently at the same level.”  Sandie reported.  
 
    
 
   “We can try to connect in again,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “We have tried seven times, all without success.”  Sandie’s voice was still infused with a subtle optimism which grated on Cammarry’s nerves.  “I will keep monitoring for the Dome 17 signal.  Should I discover it, I will awaken you immediately.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry retreated back to the scout ship and strapped themselves into the acceleration seats and tried to sleep.  Sandie was able to darken the cockpit, but it was very difficult to relax.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  The teleporter failed,” Cammarry cried softly.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know,” he replied as he held onto her.  
 
    
 
   “We will never see any of them again.  We will not even know what happened to them, or where they will have gone,” she sobbed.  
 
    
 
   Jerome cried as well.  “It has been an exhausting journey.  We still have the majority of the Conestoga to investigate.  Who knows what we will find.”
 
    
 
   “I am with you in this,” she answered him.  
 
    
 
   Eventually they did drift off into a fitful sleep. 
 
    
 
   Sandie awoke them after some length of time.  “I am establishing this as morning.  Please wake up.  There is food to consume and things to do.”
 
    
 
   “Morning?  Or mourning?”  Cammarry asked.  “I guess I did rest some.”
 
    
 
   “Another day, another challenge.  Sandie?  Any luck finding the Dome 17 signal?”  Jerome asked as he wiggled his way out of the scout ship and through the umbilicus.  He grabbed a food ration ate it and sucked down some water.
 
    
 
   “No.  I will let you know the moment that changes,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Neither Cammarry nor Jerome spoke much for a while.  They did move out from the floating in the scout to the gravity of the Conestoga.  The airlock room was still a mess, with the remains of the rat mound, and the other debris.  
 
    
 
   “We can at least make a clean place for ourselves that is not so cramped,” Jerome suggested.  
 
    
 
   And so they cleared out the airlock and threw the remains of the rat mound into the room where the teleportation equipment was still located.  They also scrubbed down the room with the chair, and the storage room with the body in the ruined spacesuit.  All the debris they piled up in a corner of the large room.  The teleporter was on one side of the center hedge of vegetation, and they threw the remains and junk from the other rooms on the far side of the hedge.  Looking at the teleportation receiving pad was hard as it reminded them of their failure.  So they called the great room the goat room.   
 
    
 
   The far side of the goat room, had two doors which were stuck open about half way.  Beyond the doors was a hallway which was also lit by the typical dim overhead illumination.  There were a couple other doors off the goat room, but they were closed. 
 
    
 
   “I will remove the seats from the scout, we can use them as beds in the storage room.  That seems the most secure location as it has only the one door.  We can shut that door as we need to,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “I will keep working on welding over as many of the rat holes as I can find, so the airlock room will be more secure as well,” Cammarry replied.  “Those animals have not come back.  I sort of wonder where they went.”
 
    
 
   “The Conestoga is big,” Jerome replied.  “Especially to a small animal.”
 
    
 
   “Or to people so far from home.”
 
    
 
   Neither worked with much eagerness or passion, but they did explore the nearby rooms.  If the door off the goat room opened easily they explored what was beyond.  Neither felt like forcing anything open.
 
    
 
   One room was overgrown with tall and reedy plants, but it led nowhere else.  Another room had stacks of cargo crates, covered by mold and small plants.  The final door they opened led to a small room with shower stalls, toilets, and sinks.  It took several hours of work to repair the pipes which came into that room, but Cammarry and Jerome established a working sink, and toilet.  The air vents in the toileting area had jammed shut, and there was no evidence that growth medium had ever been present in that room.  It was the first place they had encountered a room without what they called the fungus growth. 
 
    
 
   “That secures a water source for us,” Jerome said as they finished. “And a waste disposal place.”  
 
    
 
   “It is far better than what we were using in the corner of the goat room, where the water made those small channels across the growth medium and empties out through the vents in the floor.  That was smelly and nasty.  This is much more sanitary, and I think that will be important in the future,” Cammarry replied.  
 
    
 
   Each morning, Cammarry and Jerome turned on the teleportation system and manually scanned for the signal from Dome 17, but it was never located.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, any more information about where we are or how to contact Dome 17?”  Cammarry asked yet again.  
 
    
 
   “I am afraid not.  The situation remains the same.  I can conjecture no method of contacting Dome 17,” the AI replied.  “I am still taking readings on this solar system and its planetary bodies.  There are a high number of asteroids and comets, more than I expected.  The oort cloud for this solar system is especially dense. I am tracking and cataloging them.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, it puzzles me how the message about ‘making planet fall’ was sent.  It seems that that first Conestoga, the mirage one, or ghost one, before he incident, well that ship’s location could contact Earth.  The probe proved that.  Yet, we understand that somehow the probe was duplicated and ended up here.  But how did the message about ‘planet fall’ get back to that mirage Conestoga and then back to Dome 17?  Do you understand what I am asking?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome, I understand very well that conundrum.  I have run a multitude of speculations attempting to answer that very question.  I have no answer for you.  It is clear that the tiny message did make it from here to there, and then back to Dome 17, but I have no idea how.  I cannot even locate where that first Conestoga contact took place.  The Cosmic Crinkle incident is unexplainable by my current knowledge and understandings.  I apologize, but will continue to work on solving that problem.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, I empathize.  I have tried every data stick we brought along with every reader and combination thereof, yet none of them work,” Cammarry stated.  “I was hoping to evolve several new artificial intelligence systems and set them to work in tandem on these issues, and put at least one into exploration of the Conestoga’s nonphysicality.  However, I cannot even get the data sticks to activate.  Any idea why all, every one, of them failed?”
 
    
 
   “Again, I am not able to provide an answer,” Sandie replied.  “The data stick failures are another mystery.”
 
    
 
   Several days passed, and their camp was further developed.  One fusion pack was set to automatically establish a cycle of illumination for their days and nights.  That covered the area of the airlock, the chair room, and the storage room where they had placed the acceleration couches and made them into a bed.  They had secured the bedroom and made the doors operate manually by a lever which shut the door easily and consistently without any power.  Their living quarters were much larger than what they had had back in Dome 17, and they had previously scraped those three rooms clean of the fungus and growth medium.  They had also deactivated the dim lighting system in the ceiling of those rooms.  It was dark at night and light during the day, a more normal pattern for them.  
 
    
 
   They went on and did force open the few single action doors that led from the goat room, but they did not venture past the broken double doors where they knew the goats had retreated.  That corridor was left alone.  The other doors from the goat room were single doors, and all led to small rooms without other exits.  Plant growth was especially thick in those rooms and it covered over the horizontal surfaces.  Beneath the plants and the growth medium, the small rooms had stacks of cargo crates or hexagonal containers. Opening every cargo crate and container they found nothing of much use.  There were various gears, disassembled machinery of unknown operation, and several crates full of smaller boxes marked, ‘Micro-organism Enhancement Component’.  Those smaller boxes all had dust inside of them.     
 
    
 
   “Well Cammarry we have done our best.  I know how hard this is.  I too will deeply miss all the people from Dome 17, except perhaps for Jubal,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   “I would even be glad to see his face, if it was through the teleporter’s orifice,” Cammarry replied with a weak smile.  “But we will never see any of them again.  We are all alone.  It is almost like we found a survivable dome, but have no way to tell anyone.”
 
    
 
   “We are in this together.  This challenge is a time to build and prosper. Our base camp has a source of fresh water and a place for waste.  It is fairly secure.  We have seen no animal life lately, and none has been threatening.  The doors that can be repaired are functional.  The door to the goat room can be secured in case of emergency.  Those doorways where we harvested the permalloy used for the receiving pad, will never shut again, but that is not a major concern.  Overall, the camp is safe, secure, and moderately comfortable,” Jerome observed.  “We have a home, even though it is not what we expected or wanted.  Perhaps Sandie will still figure out a way to locate the dome’s signal.”  
 
    
 
   “Our mission has failed,” Cammarry said.  “Nothing we do allows us to connect the teleportation receiving pad back to Dome 17.  I have only you to talk to about what we have found, and I feel pretty alone.  What will happen to all those people?  We will never find out.  I know I should be thankful we have established this base of operations, yet what have we accomplished?”
 
    
 
   Jerome held her and again they cried together.  
 
    
 
   One morning, after they had once more failed to connect with the receiving pad, they were sitting in the goat room.  The dim light was constantly the same in that room, but the brighter light from their living quarters spilled into where they sat.  
 
    
 
   “Hello wizards?”  A voice asked from somewhere out in the room.  “Greetings and solicitations to you both!”   The accent was strange, but the words were clear enough.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry leaped to her feet, “Who is there?”
 
    
 
   “Will you share your magic with me?  I can trade.  I have two cheeses and a full bladder of wine,” the voice answered. 
 
    
 
   “Come out where we can see you,” Jerome called.  “We mean you no harm.”
 
    
 
   “I know.  I have been watching you and your machines.  You are very interesting wizards.  Do you wish to trade knowledge for food?  My cheeses are of excellent quality.  My wine is well fermented and in a quality well-tanned bladder.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Jerome.  She bowed her head and spoke softly into the com-link, “Sandie, can you tell where that voice is coming from?”
 
    
 
   “Your spirit-ghost Sandie cannot frighten me,” the voice called back.  “I have protection.”
 
    
 
   Responding through the ear piece Sandie said, “The voice is in the far corner of the goat room, lying prone under the bushes near where the water exits.  It belongs to a human, male, roughly fifteen years old.”
 
    
 
   Jerome, whose ear piece had also relayed Sandie’s response, waved his hand to Cammarry.  She started to walk along the edge of the room toward the doorway to the toileting room.  “I do not know what you mean by calling us wizards.  Please come and explain that to me.  Maybe we can trade and help each other.”
 
    
 
   Jerome crawled stealthily around the other side of the central hedge.  
 
    
 
   “I will give you the two cheeses if you show me how to make wizard things,” the voice called back.  “I want to learn to make that bright light.  Can we trade?”  
 
    
 
   “That sounds fair,” Cammarry answered.  “You say two cheeses?”  She had no idea what a cheese was, but she was trying to keep the stranger’s attention while Jerome circled around.  “I am called Cammarry.  What is your name?”
 
    
 
   A person stepped out from the back side of the hedge.  “I am Khin.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry was shocked at what she saw.  The term ‘troll’ raced through her mind.  Khin was very thin, with medium to dark colored skin and large, bright brown eyes.  His eyes twinkled in the dim light.  His black hair was cropped fairly short, but ragged.  He had some kind of garment on which extended from chest to knees, but reminded her of the goat animals which she had seen.  The clothing was of similar colors and patterns to the animals and looked to be furry.  He also had some kind of pouch slung over his shoulder and a brown belt around his waist.  A small scabbard or holster was dangling from the belt.  The handle of something was sticking up from that scabbard.  His hands were extended forward and in them were two blocks of something which was a dark, faded yellowish color.  
 
    
 
   “Hello,” Cammarry said.  “It is nice to see you.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, Jerome is in position behind this new person,” Sandie said.  “He is next to the broken double doors where this person must have entered the goat room.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Cammarry said to Sandie. 
 
    
 
   Khin thought she was referring to him.  “You like the cheeses?  So you will teach me to make the bright light that you are using?  I would like to learn the ways of wizards.”
 
    
 
   “I would like to learn your ways as well.”  Cammarry stepped forward.  “I am always looking to learn new things.”
 
    
 
   Khin walked forward.  “Wizard Cammarry, you will teach me now?”
 
 
   Cammarry sat down on the floor.  “Yes, let us talk.”
 
    
 
   Khin’s eyes grew a bit suspicious, but he came very close to Cammarry.    “Where is your mate?”  
 
    
 
   “I am back here,” Jerome said from behind Khin.  
 
    
 
   The youth turned rapidly and stared at Jerome.  “I see that now.  Will you also teach me your ways?  I have the two cheeses, one for the male wizard, and one for the female wizard.  Will you teach me now?”
 
    
 
   “You are not very afraid of us, yet we are strangers.  Why is that?”  Cammarry asked.  She patted the floor next to where she was sitting.
 
    
 
   “Why are you strangers?”  Khin asked in reply.  “I have not met you before, that makes you a stranger.  However, I have watched you for several days.  You have wizard tools, and do wizard things.  Should a wizard be feared?”  He stepped toward Cammarry and cautiously sat down.  “Wizards are elusive, but not abusive.  Everyone knows that.”  
 
    
 
   A bitter aroma struck Cammarry.  She resisted making a face or commenting, yet it was quite pungent.  Jerome stepped up near as well, and he scrunched his face at the odor.   Neither could tell if the foul smell was from Khin or from the yellowish items he was holding.  
 
    
 
   “Here is your cheese.”  He handed one yellow lump to Cammarry and the other to Jerome.  “Now you take and eat!  Then you teach me to make wizard lights like you can do!”
 
    
 
   It was definitely the cheese which had most of the strong smell.  
 
    
 
   “What is this?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   Khin laughed.  “It is a cheese.  Now take and eat.”  His face was a broad smile.  
 
    
 
   Through the privacy of the ear pieces, Sandie the artificial intelligence system began an explanation.  “Cheese is a product that is made from….”
 
    
 
   “Your spirit-ghost is very smart,” Khin said. “Sandie knows many things.  It must be an advantage to have such a spirit-ghost.” 
 
    
 
   “You can hear Sandie?”  Cammarry asked.  She was shocked that the tiny voice from the com-link was audible to the youth.  
 
    
 
   “Oh yes.  I listen carefully and your spirit-ghost Sandie can be heard.  It was easier before she started to whisper through the wizard tools, but I can still hear.  Hearing is a great way to learn.  I listen, I look, I learn.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, our new friend hears you so just use standard audio responses,” Jerome said.  He was still standing and holding the lump of cheese.  On closer inspection it had a hard yellowish exterior, but there were some cracks where a more off-white colored interior could be seen.  Jerome tried to imagine eating the cheese, but his stomach lurched at the thought.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Khin,” Sandie said.  “It is a pleasure to meet you.  I was just explaining that cheese is a food derived from the lactate produced by the mammary glands of mammals.  Historically cheese was produced in a wide range of flavors, textures, and forms often utilizing the milk of cows, buffalo, goats, or sheep.”
 
    
 
   “Is this from those goat animals?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Of course!”  Khin laughed and laughed.  “No goats, no cheeses.”  
 
    
 
   “Khin, we have seen goats and we have seen rats.  What other animals are here on the Conestoga?”  Jerome asked. 
 
    
 
   Khin looked at him in wonder while continuing to chuckle.  He then replied.  “Oh a test.  I see.   All four kinds of animals are here: rats, goats, chickens, and cavies.  The cheeses are good, yes?  I make it in a pot over heat.  I heat up the fresh milk, then let it cool a bit.  Then I put my bag of cheesecloth over the pot and ladle the milk into it.  I ladle it many times. After it drips through, I set the bag on a cooler and wait.  I make a good cheese.  Try it.  Did I pass your test?”
 
    
 
   “What about these little animals?” Cammarry said as she swatted at a flying thing which came toward her face.
 
    
 
   “Not animals!”  Khin laughed and laughed again.  “Bugs are not animals.  You are testing me again!  Thousands of kinds of bugs, four kinds or animals.”     
 
    
 
   Jerome handed Cammarry the cheese he was holding.  She set it on the other one and held both.  He then pulled out a fusion pack.  “You asked about the bright light.  This is how we make it.”  He fingered the switch and the beam shot out from the end.  
 
    
 
   The light revealed that Khin was even more unkempt and disheveled than they thought.  His clothing was roughly sewn and his bare, dirty feet had thick heavy calluses on them.  The toenails, like his fingernails were dirty, but looked well-manicured.  He averted his eyes from the light.  “It is a marvel of a wizard’s tool.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome switched it off as it was uncomfortable for Khin.  “Sorry if it was too bright.”
 
    
 
   “Wizard places are always bright.  You have proven to be the wizards I thought you were.  You have shown me the wizard light, will you now bless me and my ways so that I may prosper.  Please bless me?”
 
    
 
   “Khin, I am not sure what you mean by bless you.  How can we bless you?”  Cammarry asked.  “I wish you well and hope that you do prosper.”
 
    
 
   “Wizards routinely bless people who are lucky and brave enough to find them.  The wizards will bless those of noble heart who seek and find them.  Everyone knows that.  I found you two when the goats avoided this place.  You are the first wizards I have ever found.  I have seen wizard works, of course, but never up close or in person.  Thank you for the blessing,” Khin replied.  
 
    
 
   “Khin?  What can you tell us about the Conestoga?”  Jerome asked.  He finally sat down.  
 
    
 
   “You use an old word for the world.  The Conestoga,” he pronounced it using very long draw out vowels, “is the world, and the world is the Conestoga.  I just call it the world.”
 
    
 
   “So tell me about the world.  How many people are there?  Where are they?  When can we meet them?  How do they live?”  Cammarry was curious for the first time since the failure of the teleportation receiving pad.  
 
    
 
   “People are all over the world, but there are not many of them.  There are fewer wizards than people.  There are more goats than people, and lots more rats than people.  Depending on where in the world you are searching or traveling, there may be more chickens in that part of the world than people.  And cavies, well, all clans have cavies.”
 
    
 
   “How many people in the world?”  Cammarry asked.  “How many people are still on the Conestoga?”  She was about to ask how many were on the planet, but realized that she was not sure Khin even knew about the planet, since he called the ship the world.  
 
    
 
   “You test me about numbers of people, but who can count so high, except a wizard?”  Khin answered with a chuckle.  “Wizard machines might know such high numbers.  Wizards are rarest, people are next, then chickens, then cavies, then goats, and finally rats.  Rats are highest number in the world.”  He paused for a moment.  “Except for bugs.  Bugs highest number of all things in the world.”  
 
    
 
   “Can you take us to some of these people?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at her with a puzzled expression.  
 
    
 
   “This is our new home, we must meet the neighbors,” Cammarry stated and turned back to Khin.  “Will you take us to meet them?”
 
    
 
   “Me?  Me?  Am I to be on a wizard’s quest?”  Khin asked.  His face was almost swallowed by the wide open gape of his mouth.  “Are you really asking me to be on a quest with wizards?”
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded yes at Cammarry, but she already was answering, “Yes, we want to meet your people.”
 
    
 
   “Well then,” Khin said and stood up.  He marched around Jerome and headed away.  At the broken doors he stopped and turned back.  “Are you coming?”
 
    
 
   “We will need to pack our….wizard tools,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   “It should only take a short while.  Please wait for us, and will you carry the cheeses?”  Jerome asked.  “We will be bringing food rations.”
 
    
 
   “You do not like my cheeses,” Khin said with scorn.  “You have not taken and eaten.  Have I failed in some way?  To return my gift of trade brings me shame and sorrow.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry took a bite of the cheese.  The taste nearly gagged her.  The flavor exploded in her mouth and she felt odor come pouring out her nose as she chewed.  After a moment she was able to swallow, but it took a herculean effort to do so.  “Thank you… for the cheese.”  She took both of the cheeses and held onto them.  “We will keep them.  Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “It is good, is it not?”  Khin replied.  
 
    
 
   Jerome handed a water ration to Cammarry who quickly drank and tried to wash down the taste of the cheese.  She then sputtered and said, “The taste is new and invigorating.  I can honestly say I have never tasted a better cheese.”
 
    
 
   Khin fell to his knees and put his hands over his head and waved them in ecstasy.  “A wizard praises my cheese!  What a glorious day!”
 
    
 
   “Please wait here, and we will be back to start this quest,” Jerome said.  He took both cheeses and led Cammarry away and through the rooms they had made their camp.  When they were back in the chair room he quickly grabbed the medical kit and pulled out a packet of blue gel.  “Take this in case that was toxic or poison of some kind.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry took the packet and consumed it.  “I do not think it was poison, and since we are forced to stay here, we will need to learn about the indigenous people and what they eat.  Our own food rations will run out in a few days.  Besides, I did manage to eat some of it.”  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  What is your assessment?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Khin is human, very likely a descendant of the original crew, although it is possible he is descendant from someone revived out of suspended animation, or his ancestors were from a habitat.  He has limited technological knowledge and attributes mechanical items to wizardry and paranormal forces.  Folklore and science are mingled in his thinking.  My best conjectures are that he is only a minimal threat, however, that is an early assessment and the conjecture may not be including all relevant factors.  His mere presence here indicates a high chance for both of you to survive. His clothing was made from the integument of a goat.  The cheeses appear to be a relatively safe source of food.  I doubt you will have any ill effects from consuming it.  Doctor Carolyn immunized you against a broad range of items.”
 
    
 
   “So how do we secure the teleportation receiving pad?”  Jerome asked.  “Can you continue to monitor for the Dome 17 signal and work on the problem as well as assist us in the quest to interact with Khin’s people?”
 
    
 
   “After assessing the nonphysicality here, I believe with some repairs, the doors which Khin and the goats pass through can be powered by one of the four fusion packs,” Sandie replied. “I can design a security code which will allow me to open and close them.  That will seal off the teleportation receiving pad, the goat room, the chair room, the bedroom room, and the airlock from major biological threats.  The FTL scout is secure and its hatches are under my command.  The second fusion pack will remain with the receiving pad.  That will allow you to each take a fusion pack with you.  My observations and conjectures project that the rats will still find a way inside these areas, but they should not be a threat to the teleportation pad.”
 
    
 
   “And you will still be able to work on the problems and assist us in the exploration of the Conestoga?”  Cammarry asked.  “We need to learn more, we need to investigate, and yet I hate to take you away from trying to save the Dome 17 people.”
 
    
 
   “I can easily accomplish both those directives,” Sandie replied.  “I am confident of that.  Should I detect a signal from Dome 17 I can initiate the preliminary stages of the teleportation link, and summon you to return.” 
 
    
 
   “So we take all our food rations, the med kits, the tools, a fusion pack, and the weapons,” Jerome said.  He was mentally making an inventory of what he would place into his backpack.  
 
    
 
   Returning to the goat room, Khin was waiting for them.  
 
    
 
   “We need to secure this door before we leave.”  Jerome took some tools out and began making adjustments.  He attached a fusion pack to the inside of the door frame and jacked a cable into an access port.  A nine section color pad lit up on both sides of the wall near the door.  He and Cammarry then dug out the growth medium, the plants, and the other debris which had collected in the door’s track.  With careful and precision cutting they remade the doors so they were able to slide into position. 
 
    
 
   “I have powered up the doors,” Jerome said.  “Sandie can you access them?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I have appropriated a section of the nonphysicality here and have a small network established.  The nonphysicality is fragmented badly, but there is enough space here for me to work.  The network encompasses the area around those doors, the teleportation receiving pad, and the scout ship.  I can operate the doors at will,” Sandie replied.  “As to assisting you in investigating the Conestoga, I can probe the nonphysicality on a limited basis from the com-links.  That will require a cabled connect from a com-link to an access port, but that will allow ongoing assessments.  This area and the doors are secured.”
 
    
 
   The doors slid shut and then opened again.  They did not quite align exactly when they were shut, but the gap was only about four centimeters wide.  No human or goat could pass through that remaining gap. 
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  Now can we monitor it from a remote position?”  Jerome asked.  “I want to make sure wherever we go we can remain in audio and visual contact with this spot.  No more dust and tan keeping me from seeing locations.”
 
    
 
   “Yes Jerome.  I have reactivated two vintage cameras and listening devices which were mounted in the chair room, and the chamber with the receiving pad.  So I can display the conditions here via the com-links, as seen through those devices,” Sandie replied.  “It is all established.”
 
    
 
   Khin has been squatting down and watching the work that Jerome and Cammarry did.  His eyes shone in admiration.  “Your wizard tools are a wonder.  A true wonder!  And you are allowing me on the wizard’s quest with you.”
 
    
 
   “So lead us on,” Cammarry said. “Where can we meet your people?” 
 
    
 
   “To reconnect with my people, I would usually take a long route, but there is a faster way, if you are willing,” Khin said.  “Two great wizards such as yourselves will have no problems with passing the graveyard will you?”
 
    
 
   “Graveyard?”  Cammarry asked.  “A place for dead people?”
 
    
 
   “Oh no, not dead people.  Dead spirit-ghosts, a graveyard of dead minds.  With you along it will be safe to journey through that,” Khin answered.  “We can progress through the graveyard and save many many hours of tedious walking.”
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   Jerome glanced back and saw the nine colored control pad next to the door he had just repaired.  The colors glowed brightly in the dim light.  Cammarry walked ahead of him following Khin.  “Well the longest journey begins with a single step.  Sandie? You can still hear me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome.  This is very exciting.  I am looking forward to what we will encounter,” the AI replied through the com-link.  “I will keep a detailed map of your journey, so you can return here whenever the need presents itself.”  
 
    
 
   The hallway was long and straight with closed doors on the sides.  The growth medium was present in various amounts and the plants were growing across most of the floor and other flat surfaces.  
 
    
 
   “Khin, are all the halls dimly lit like this?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “Mostly.  The world is always lit like this, but some places are dark, and wizard places are bright.  You are the only ones I have ever seen who live part in light and part in dark.  But who am I to question wizard ways?”
 
    
 
   “And the plants grow everywhere as well?”  Cammarry questioned.  
 
    
 
   “Of course they grow where the light is,” Khin laughed and laughed.  “You and your tests.  If I did not know you were a wizard, I would think you are a toddler you ask so many questions.”
 
    
 
   “You are answering me, and I appreciate that,” Cammarry replied.  “It helps me understand.”
 
    
 
   They turned a corner where the hallway divided.  Khin led them to a stairwell which was covered with thicker and more reddish and yellow colored fungal growth.  Nearly all the permalloy of the stairs was hidden by the growth, except for where a small flow of water came down the center of the stairs.  The water pooled at the landing of the stairs and then lapped over the edge and continued downward over the next flight.
 
    
 
   “We go up here to the graveyard.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome were about to follow Khin up the stairs, but he turned to the wall and pulled open a panel.  Inside it was very dim, and a brown spiral tube, about arm thickness was visible.  The spiral turned about itself in a coil and had a hand breath space between the coils. 
 
    
 
   “We are not walking up the stairs?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  You have wizard light and we can go this way.  It will save us many hours of walking.”  Khin stepped onto the spiral.  He scooted himself along the coiled spiral following it as it wound about.  He disappeared into the darkness.  
 
    
 
   “We need light,” Jerome said.  He turned on the fusion pack light and looked down the shaft.  The brown column of coils extended down for a vast distance.  He then looked up, and the light revealed that the coiled brown spiral wound its way upward for a good distance as well.
 
    
 
   “Wizards?  Are you coming?  Step onto the coil and climb.  It is easy.”  Khin was somewhere overhead.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, Cammarry, this was part of a central heating system.  There is no sign of power from it, and it should be more than stout enough to hold your weight,” Sandie commented.  “It is an unorthodox manner to traverse, but I conjecture it is relatively safe.  I do warn you, a fall down the shaft would be devastating, but both of you are in excellent physical shape, so this climb should be of only limited risk.”
 
    
 
   “Your spirit-ghost says to follow!”  Khin called down.  His words were followed by laughter.  “Little children do this all the time, and they do not have wizard light.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped onto the coil and proceeded to slide her feet around and ascend.  Jerome followed.  
 
    
 
   After about a half an hour of scooching along the coil, Khin removed another panel and stepped off the makeshift ladder or stairs, and out into a corridor.  
 
    
 
   “You see; we have saved lots of walking!  Now we head to the graveyard!”  Khin called happily.  
 
    
 
   They passed a door frame which Jerome figured was aligned with the stairs they had seen below.  This door frame had in the past suffered severe damage.  The permalloy sides were melted away, and the remains of the pressure doors were just twisted and ruined piles of junk.  They were blocking the passageway.  
 
    
 
   “What broke these doors?”  Cammarry asked as she looked closely at the damage.  “It seems there were explosions as well as cutting torches used to get these doors open.”
 
    
 
   “That has always been like that.  That is why we used the coil to climb.  Without wizards with me, we would have walked the long way around,” Khin replied.  “The graveyard has always been here.”
 
    
 
   “This was once different.  When it was built, these doors were operational,” Jerome corrected.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry agreed.  “It may have been destroyed long ago, but this was not always ruined like this.  Khin, do you know any legends or stories about it?”
 
    
 
   “The Old One tells stories, but they are for scaring children,” Khin replied with a chuckle.  
 
    
 
   “Yet you said you needed us, wizards, to pass through this place.  Why is that?”  Cammarry inquired.  
 
    
 
   “So many questions,” he laughed, but with less conviction.  “Look ahead.  That is a wizard place.  Just looked around and you will see what I mean.  You will see that the dead minds are everywhere.”
 
    
 
   The corridor led to another set of doors.  These had been ripped from their mountings and were in a shambled bunch of pieces scattered about. 
 
    
 
   “Even more extensive damage over there,” Jerome observed.  “Something very destructive took place here.”
 
    
 
   Beyond the doors was a large space, and was roughly round.  While most everything was covered by the plants, short moss, and fungal growth, there was a pattern to it all.  Beneath the pale green carpet of foliage, they could see multiple evenly-spaced and overlapping circles.  There was the hint of outlines of geometric configurations overlaid on a symmetrical structure of a hexagon.  Amidst those patterns there were twenty different raised places. Each dais was evenly spaced from the others and had some kind of mechanical ruins or debris on it.  While the wrecked machines were mostly covered over by biological growth, there were many things still visible in the mounds: wires, cables, pipes, fractured parts of clear permalloy, and other fragments of some kind of apparatus.
 
    
 
   Sandie extrapolated a design from the remains and the spoke over the audible channel for all three of the humans to hear.  “This place has significant religionesque equation architecture, also sometimes called sacred geometry.  The pattern here is in my database and was a geometrical style used in the design and construction of shrines, churches, temples, mosques, religious monuments, altars, tabernacles, and various other ceremonially constituted places.  In that mythology the sacred geometry gave spiritual power and symbolic meaning.  Can you connect one of the com-links to that small structure there?”
 
    
 
   A beam of light shined out from Cammarry’s com-link and highlighted a part of the ruined equipment on one of the raised platforms.  She then scrapped the plant growth off and revealed an access port.  Cammarry took the com-link and extracted a cable and jacked it into the access port which was spotlighted.  
 
    
 
   Jerome squatted down and looked closely at the nearest mound of machine rubble.  “This has been cut by vibration saws, and other crude tools.  I am not sure what this originally was, but each platform looks to have once had a similar item on it.  A statue perhaps?  Whatever it was, it was brutally and savagely sliced apart.”
 
    
 
   “I have finished a probe of the nonphysicality in this room.  There is very limited ship’s power, yet the energy systems here were designed for large amounts of conduction,” Sandie said.  “I have a conjecture on what these were.  It is very exciting, yet disheartening at the same time.  May I show you my reconstruction?”
 
    
 
   “You are going to revive the spirit-ghosts?”  Khin asked.  “That is not a good idea.”
 
    
 
   “I will not be resurrecting any of these, but only showing an image of what they looked like before the destruction.  It will help as I explain what we have found, and their functions as I understand them.  May I proceed?”  Sandie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Cammarry and Jerome answered together.
 
    
 
   Khin squatted down and watched.  “Calling a spirit-ghost is not a trifling matter.” 
 
    
 
   A three dimensional image was projected from the com-link which still had the cable connected into the access port.  It cast a warm amber colored glow all around it.  The machinery, when it was reassembled was obviously a highly sophisticated and refined finished product.  The pile of rubble on the pedestal was vastly different than the reconstituted image.  
 
    
 
   Khin fell back and mumbled something about ghosts and spirits as he sat down and covered over his eyes.     
 
    
 
   “Khin you have nothing to fear from this projection.  You were basically correct in your statement about this being a graveyard of minds.  Mechanical minds.  This image is one of those in it undamaged form.  The crew of the Conestoga designated these as central memory cores.  The remains in the nonphysicality show that this was the location of the twenty primary artificial intelligence systems instrumental in the operations of the Conestoga. I am displaying a typical one as it would have appeared before they were destroyed.
 
    
 
   The image rotated slowly around.  The central memory core was set up a few steps from the floor, and was an upright mechanical contraption consisting of a series of horizontal brass colored rings about ten centimeters wide and a half meter long.  Each ring, or layer was separated from the others, so the interior clear permalloy column was visible.  There were layers of those brass colored rings from top to bottom.  Connection cables were at the top running into the ceiling, and bottom where they extended down into the floor. There were wires, cables, and tubes connecting into the rings from the various places.  Down the center, between the rings, was a clear permalloy pylon, or column, holding thick bright amber colored liquid.  Inside the liquid were actively moving bubbles.  There was a dim diamond shape at the very center, around which the bubbles swirled and passed as they moved up and down and in diagonal ways. The clear permalloy was smooth and flawless and the interplay between liquid, lights, and bubbles was rhythmic and pattered. 
 
    
 
   “It is beautiful,” Jerome said.  “This is the physical component of a Conestoga AI?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  There were once twenty artificial intelligence systems here,” Sandie replied.  “As primary systems, they were likely the most sophisticated and advanced systems on the Conestoga.  They would have varied slightly in appearance and probably were compartmentalized or dedicated into specialized functions with a series of connections between them.”
 
    
 
   “Wizards?  We should be going,” Khin said, but so quietly they ignored him.  
 
    
 
   “So that thing, what did you call it?  A central memory core?  That is an antique version of your Atomic Level Processor?”  Cammarry asked.  “It is so big and clumsy.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, these Conestoga AIs had their physical contacts here, but were connected together in the nonphysicality by some mutual linkage.  The remnants and relics of that are shadowed in the fractured sections of the nonphysicality which I have probed,” Sandie said.  “Being at this location, I have also been able do a rough damage assessment.  The primary AIs of the Conestoga appear to have all been destroyed, during a short period of time, estimated to be roughly seventy years ago.  The Conestoga’s secondary systems are sporadic, dysfunctional and scattered about the remaining parts of the Conestoga.  The tertiary systems are working moderately.  They are supplying life support, what power is flowing, the dim overhead lighting which is attuned deliberately for plant growth over a long term, and maintaining gravity manipulation at roughly the level of Earth normal.”
 
    
 
   “So only the backup to the backup systems are working?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent understanding!”  Sandie replied.  “Concise and to the point! I like it.  Yes, the backup to the backups is what is maintaining the Conestoga.  So not every Conestoga artificial mind is gone, but many are.  Here is the graveyard of the primary minds, to use Khin phraseology.”
 
    
 
   “It is not enough to have a good mind; the main thing is to use it well.  Here these minds cannot be used at all,” Jerome commented as his eyes scanned the room.  The lumps, mounds, and piles of broken memory cores were just a dilapidated scrapheap covered over by moss and fungus. “Sandie? You mentioned nothing about flight status or control of the Conestoga in space.  What is the status of that?”  Jerome asked. 
 
    
 
   “A superb observation Jerome,” Sandie was perky again.  “Followed by a quality inquiry.  Here is what I have learned.”
 
    
 
   The three dimensional image of the central memory core was replaced by another image, this one of the planet.  A small white arrow indicated the Conestoga.  “I was just getting to the dynamics of the orbital flight status.  There are no systems controlling the flight of the Conestoga.  It is in an eccentric orbit, and I apologize for not computing the future trajectory of that orbit when we were docking.  I assumed a flight crew or at minimum an artificial intelligence was monitoring it from onboard the Conestoga and would be making course corrections as needed.  That assumption on my part was a failing, and I apologize.  I have used the scout’s equipment to project the orbit of the Conestoga.  Looking back in time, the eccentric orbit was once significantly larger than it is now.  Over time the elliptic has gotten smaller and the flight path has brought it closer to the planet.  It will begin brushing the upper atmosphere of the planet in two more revolutions.  Those contacts with the atmosphere will cause directional changes which will make the orbit even more unsettled and more dangerous.  Without intervention, the Conestoga will do an uncontrolled entry into the atmosphere of the planet in seventeen days.”
 
    
 
   The projected image showed the Conestoga following a dotted line around the planet until it smacked into the atmosphere.  
 
    
 
   “So the ship will crash in seventeen days?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Not necessarily,” Sandie replied.  “While the primary artificial intelligences have been destroyed, there are secondary systems which could alter that flight pattern, and regain control of the Conestoga. Prior to visiting the nonphysicality at this location, I assumed those were in place and functional.  As I said, that assumption was an error on my part.  However, to avoid the catastrophe, the secondary systems will need to be integrated and made functional again.  The main drive, and the orbital adjustment rockets should be able to be controlled and directed by the secondary systems.  We will just need to repair them.  Oh, also I discovered in the nonphysicality that this section of the Conestoga is called the needle ship, and that there were eight ecological habitats which were jettisoned just prior to the destruction of the primary AIs.”
 
    
 
   “Please my wizard friends, can we leave now?  I will take you to my people as you asked.  All this wizard talk is too much for me,” Khin said.  “The Old One can tell you stories and we can sit safely without spirit-ghost guides.  Please may we leave?” 
 
    
 
   Jerome turned to Khin.  “We are still on the quest, and we will need your help more than ever.  Will you still help us, even though it means a change of mission?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but I do not understand all that your spirit-ghost says.  The visions that the spirit-ghost Sandie shows are troubling to my soul,” Khin said.  “I have heard of other talking spirit-ghosts, but these visions are frightful.  I can see through them, and yet see them at the same time.”
 
    
 
   “So you will come with us and help us?”  Jerome pressed. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, I will.”  Khin laughed but it was forced and without much mirth.  “Wizards are strange people.  No offense intended, forgive me.”
 
    
 
   “I am pleased you are helping us.  We need you,” Jerome said and patted Khin on the shoulder.  
 
    
 
   “So we did come here to save people.  Maybe not the Dome 17 people, but everyone on the Conestoga.  Sandie how do we find these secondary systems?”  Cammarry asked.  “Can you access schematics or deck plans or that sort of information?”  
 
    
 
   “Because the primary AIs were truncated in such a violent manner in this location, there are splinters of old log records here, most of which are mere shadows of what they were.  I can determine that the secondary and tertiary systems once existed, and I can extrapolate, to a limited degree, on which ones are still functional.  However, the nonphysicality is very rudimentary as well as fragmented and uneven.  What once was a smooth and connected realm, is now just pockets of existence.  I can probe only for a certain distance, from each access port, but no further.  The distance varies depending on the access port.  I am only able to ascertain still images of some locations, others are completely cut off from this locale.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds rather hopeless,” Cammarry said.  “But I have faith in you Sandie, what is the plan?”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Cammarry!” the AI replied.  “I believe the best place to begin would be the needle ship’s command bridge.  That is located not far from here physically, just within my ability to probe.  There are doors at the far end of this gallery and beyond those will be the command bridge.  I may be able to uncover where the secondary systems are located from an access port there.  Please unjack the com-link and we can proceed.”
 
    
 
   The other doors leading from the gallery of dead memory cores were also heavily damaged, but on one was a plaque.  It was brass with an imprinting, ‘Machines are our greatest allies, and thinking machines our most loyal friends.’  All around the doors and frames were the marks of violence that had burst the doors open:  charred scars of explosions, cutting, and melting.
 
    
 
   “I have not read that quote,” Jerome said.  “Sandie?  Who is that quote attributed to?”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry Jerome, but I have no record of that quote in the database,” the AI replied.  “It reminds me of something Alan Turing, circa 1940 might have said, but I have no record of anyone coining that exact phrase.  I do like it very much however.”   
 
    
 
   They proceeded along and the hallway.  At the end of it, several goats were standing.  They turned their heads in unison as the people approached. 
 
    
 
   “Maaaaeee!” the goats bleated.   
 
    
 
   “So this is where the goats went,” Cammarry said.  “We saw them a few days ago, but not since.”
 
    
 
   Khin began to laugh again.  “These are not the same goats you saw.  See the horns, and the black feet?  This is a different flock from what was at the place you made your camp.  These are good for food and leather, but not so much for milking.  Brown and white, milk is right.  Black on feet, good to eat.”
 
    
 
   “Well Jerome, there is an idiom for you.” Cammarry gave him a hug.  
 
    
 
   The goats continued to make their vocalizations as the people approached. When they got within about five meters, the goats turned and bounded away down the corridor.   
 
    
 
   The pressure door was labeled, ‘Command Bridge: Authorized Personnel Only’ in faded white lettering.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry were looking at the door.  Khin giggled a bit.  “Why do you look there?  Those kinds of symbols mean nothing.  That is a false door.  It looks like a door, but it is just a fake.”
 
    
 
   “Can you read?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Khin chuckled.  “The Old One tries to teach us what is called reading, but I am not a wizard.  I already know what symbols mean.  I know the doors which will open by pulling the lever, and those that do not.  The symbols you look at there mean nothing.  I know where stairways are, and know the symbols which show where water is, and where the deadly glow is, and how to following the pathways.  Is that what you call reading?”
 
    
 
   “In a way, yes.”  Cammarry took a fusion pack out and connected it to the access port near the pressure door.  A nine sectioned control pad lit up where none was visible before.  A blue light shined around the perimeter of a door, and a display screen with red and green flashing lights lit up in the permalloy next to the door.  
 
    
 
   “Wizard work.  I have never seen a false door come alive,” Khin said with a start.  “You mean those symbols mean something?  I thought it was just decoration or artwork. You know, like children who use stains to trace their hands on the walls, or when the people paint pictures of goats.”
 
    
 
   “Symbols always mean something,” Jerome answered.  “Our job is to figure out what they mean.  This place will be the control center for all of the Conestoga.  Now we just need the right combination to get inside.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry was studying the newly lit display screen.  “Beyond this door is the bridge, but we already knew that.  This is a default information board and all those red lights appear to indicate that very little is working.  I believe these are error messages.  The three large ones are from Engineering, Machine Maintenance, and something called Homeostasis Authority.  There are no active controls on this display.” 
 
    
 
   “Jerome?”  Sandie said, “Connect your com-link into an access port, and I will decipher this door.  I have been learning much about the security systems of the doors and other mechanisms.  I believe I have an override code, but I want to try it internally, through the nonphysicality, before suggesting it to you.  There are lock-out features which need to be circumvented.”
 
    
 
   “There is only one access port I can see,” Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   “The fusion pack should have reenergized this section.  It should remain powered long enough for me to attempt the decoding,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   Jerome took the cable from his com-link and connected it into the access port after Cammarry removed the fusion pack.  The lights did not dim, nor did the display screen shut down.  
 
    
 
   “Entering this section of the nonphysicality,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   The nine section color pad flashed in a series of colors, and suddenly the pressure doors slid apart with a whoosh.  A stale waft of air hit them as the gases in the room rushed out to the hallway.  
 
    
 
   “That smells very bad,” Khin said.  “We should go to another place.  It is not wise to open things which have been long unused.  Spirit-ghosts may be within, or other things.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned on the bright beam of light from the fusion pack and shined it inside.  
 
    
 
   There was a red box with some kind of crane-like appendage sitting right in the way.  The red box had three wheels on each side of it, and was about thigh high.  The number 213 was stenciled on its front next to several tubes which projected out from the flat permalloy.  
 
    
 
   “A red cubie!  Beware!”  Khin yelled.  He grabbed Cammarry and pulled her over to the side away from the entrance. 
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” Cammarry yelled as she jerked herself away from Khin.  “Is there some peril?”
 
    
 
   Jerome rapidly looked around.  Only darkness was beyond the machine, and he saw no signs of danger.  He unjacked the cable from the access port. He studied the machine in front of them, but again he saw no threat.  There was no obvious evidence the machine was powered in any way.  The multi-jointed appendage lay dormant and folded onto its top.  There was a coating of dust over the machine’s flat surfaces, and there were no lights of any kind on it.  He touched the machine and felt no vibrations, or warmth.  It was the same temperature as the walls and floor.  He squatted down next to the three wheels on the side.  He moved a step around to the front and peered into one of the tubes on that side of the machine which Khin had called a cubie.
 
    
 
   “A cubie?  Well, this could be a weapon muzzle, I suppose, or it could be a nozzle for ejecting fluids or other substances.” He placed his nose close to the tube and sniffed.  “No smells of any kind here except dust.   The machine does not seem to be powered in anyway.  Khin, why are you frightened of it?”
 
    
 
   “Fear cubie red, they make you dead,” Khin recited.  “When cubie green, a good machine.  When cubie blue, it knows what to do.” 
 
    
 
   “Good to know. Thank you.”  Jerome recognized that Khin was reciting something he had learned long ago.  “The appendage arm on the top has many joints and multiple movement capability.  Fairly impressive.”
 
    
 
   “So you know about these machines?”  Cammarry asked Khin as she stepped toward Jerome.  “This one is inert, I doubt it will try to kill you.”
 
    
 
   “I know about cubies.”  Khin was troubled in his expressions.  “You are powerful wizards to have stopped a red cubie.  I am glad to be with you two.”
 
    
 
   “What do these machines do?  What is their function?”  Cammarry asked.  “They obviously are mobile, those wheels have a suspension which looks rugged and quite adjustable.  Reminds me of a fusion truck, only smaller.  The arm could serve a wide variety of purposes.”
 
    
 
   “Cubies do what cubies do,” Khin remarked.  “Everyone knows about cubies.”  
 
    
 
   “Have you ever seen one that was working?”  Jerome asked.  He had moved around to the back side of the machine and was feeling along the flat sides there.  
 
    
 
   “I have heard the stories.  My brother saw, well actually his friend was who saw it, but he told my brother, about a cubie, a green one, and it was moving some of the tall mushrooms which are so good to eat.  He brought back a whole bag of those mushrooms, cubie green, a good machine!”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled a small tool out of his pack and opened the back of the cubie.  Flipping a piece open he shined a light inside.  “There is a small display panel on its superior surface.  Looks like some kind of antique style of battery or power pack used as an energy source.”  He carefully examined the interior.  “Khin might be right about this machine.  It looks like there is a set of containers which hold what is labeled as ‘Incendiary Ordinance’ and another container is marked, ‘12mm Slugs’ so this machine does have some kind of combat abilities.  I suggest we not connect a fusion pack to it.  It might be part of a guardian system for the bridge.  I am not sure from this vintage machinery, but it may have an elementary cognizance.”
 
    
 
   “So not a real AI, but some basic awareness and sentience?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Exactly!”  Sandie interrupted.  “Jerome, I magnified the images you viewed of the interior of that machine.  Two of the component parts have tiny markings identifying it.  It is officially designated as an ‘Automacube: Security Model’ and there are matching serial numbers on many of the parts.  The serial numbers reference a ‘Fabrication and Reproduction’ facility.  I conjecture that this cubie, as Khin calls it, was manufactured as a single unit somewhere on the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “A security force?”  Jerome asked.  “Obviously did not succeed in its mission.”
 
    
 
   “So we avoid activating this cubie, and see what else is here.  We need to find a way to get those secondary systems functional and get the Conestoga, or as you said, the needle ship, into a stable orbit.”  Cammarry walked around the cubie and looked at the bridge in the light from the fusion pack.  “There is no plant growth in here.  Sandie, is there a way to get more lights on?  There is not even the dim light we see in other places.”
 
    
 
   “The nonphysicality around that door was in worse condition than at previous locations.  If you can connect into a different access port, I can again probe and look for some answers,” Sandie replied.  “The fragmented nature of the nonphysicality makes exploration tedious, but I see no other way.” 
 
    
 
   “Light?  I know that.”  Khin rushed past, and was in the shadows.  “I will help the wizards!”
 
    
 
   There was a clicking noise, and then ceiling lights flickered on.  Khin was standing next to a horizontal counter which was arch shaped and wrapped around the room at roughly waist height.  The ceiling lights shined down adequately enough to reveal that he had pulled down on several levers at the end of a control board.  There were a multitude of other buttons, dials, switches, and gauges along the wall in front of the counter.  “These are levers which bring light to dark places.”  Khin smiled and laughed a bit.  “Is knowing that, reading?”
 
    
 
   “It is very helpful,” Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   “How did you know that lever was there?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “I did not know.  I saw it.”  Khin laughed.  “You are testing me again, right?”
 
    
 
   “It was so dark, I did not even see that bank of controls and gauges,” Cammarry responded.  “You could actually see it?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it was vague but I could see it.  You honestly could not?”  Khin asked.  “I look, I listen, I learn.”
 
    
 
   “I did not see it,” Jerome added.  
 
    
 
   “Neither did I,” Cammarry confirmed.  “You have excellent vision in the dark.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked around more at the ruins of the bridge.  Some of the controls had been removed from the wall leaving jagged gaping holes.  Doors were hanging open, some with busted hinges, and some doors were lying on the floor or leaning against the wall.  Wires, pipes, conduits, and insulation hung out with broken and torn ends.  Faces of gauges were smashed, or shattered or melted.  There were sections on the countertop where charring was seen.  There was also graffiti marring the controls.  The paint did not spell out words, but made circles, and an arrow downward.  Few of the controls looked to have escaped the sabotage.  
 
    
 
   Off to the side, about ten meters away, was a clear permalloy wall which ran parallel to the arching shape of the bridge.  Shining the fusion pack light through the clear permalloy showed that the space behind that was empty.  She turned back and scanned the countertop, the walls, and the other controls looking for an access point that was not ruined.  She could not find one. 
 
    
 
   Jerome had walked past the countertop and up righted several overturned chairs.  “Horrible destruction here.  Why would the crew do this to their own ship?  It is peculiar that there is no growth medium or plant life in here.  We have seen it nearly everywhere else on the Conestoga.”  Shining the light about some more he spotted something else.  “There is a stairway down on this side of that clear wall.”
 
    
 
   The stairway was only partially visible as there was a sliding door over the top of it which was about two-thirds of the way closed.    
 
    
 
   On the other side of the command bridge was a pressure door which was a symmetrical counterpart to the one they had entered through. It was closed.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Do you see any usable access ports?  The only ones I see have material jammed in them or are melted over.”
 
    
 
   “The vandals were thorough in their devastation of the bridge,” Sandie replied.  “I have seen no functional access ports since you entered here.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked back to where the red cubie was located.  She then followed the wall and discovered a small doorway, only about a meter wide.  The door swung open as she pushed on it. “There is some kind of apartment here.  Several beds, a sink and toilets.  No plant growth here either.”
 
    
 
   Jerome called back, “The air vents are all closed in here.”  He pointed at the ceiling and the floor where the vent covers were closed and intact.  “Probably why it is so musty and stale smelling in here.  We have seen water coming from what were air circulation vents in other places, but here it looks like the bridge was sealed off.”
 
    
 
   “A security measure against the plant life?  Or against the vandals?  Well, all the plant life scattered about does seem odd for a spacecraft,” Cammarry replied as she walked back from the door to the apartment.  “I had my mind around the idea of ecosystems or biotopes in certain designated sections of this ship, like the missing cylinders, but did not expect it all over like it is.  Except for here.  No plant life here, but we find more deliberate destruction.  Perhaps worse than we have seen anywhere else, except for in that graveyard, that gallery of dead AIs.  Do you think the same people who destroyed the AIs’ memory cores are the ones who ruined the bridge?”
 
    
 
   “Seems to be the case, but why?  Why such vicious vandalism of their own control systems?  Suicide attempt?  Mass panic?  It makes no sense to me, but who knows?”  Jerome asked.  “Shall we assess the lower level, or open that next pressure door?”
 
    
 
   Khin was still standing by the control board.  “Opening doors is not always wise.  If doors are already open, animals can go in and out of that place.  If it is safe for animals, it may be safe for people.”
 
    
 
   “That decides it,” Cammarry smiled at Khin.  “Thank you Khin.  Please keep helping us, you know this place, and we do not.  I appreciate your wisdom.  The stairway is open, well sort of open, so we should check down there before opening that next pressure door.  I wonder how we will ever find the location for the secondary controls?  It is obvious this bridge is kaput.”
 
    
 
   Jerome squeezed past the stuck door and descended the stairs.  The beam of light shot through the dust his steps kicked up.  “It is dark down here.”
 
    
 
   “I can help!”  Khin called happily and raced down the stairs and around Jerome.  Again he disappeared into the shadows.  A moment later there was a long series of clicks and lights flickered overhead.  “I show my reading skills by turning on more lights!”
 
    
 
   Khin was standing at the end of a small corridor, a wide smile across his face.  “I now understand why wizard places are so bright.  Wizards have trouble seeing in the low light.  I never thought wizards had bad eyes, but you do.”
 
    
 
   A work station was next to him.  This one was not ruined like the command bridge above.  The countertop was in good repair, and the assorted gauges, monitors, buttons and levers did not have any damage.  
 
    
 
   “Khin?  Did you see what is behind you?”  Jerome asked as Cammarry descended and stood next to him.  
 
    
 
   “The dead body.  Sure, sure.  Dead bodies are sometimes in places where animals do not go.  Mostly the rats take care of dead bodies.  This one dead a long long time.  No rats here.”  Khin was unruffled.  
 
    
 
   The body was very dried out and mummified.  It was wearing a white shirt with blue selves, and matching blue pants.  The clothing was in good condition.  Next to the body were several items.
 
    
 
   “A crew member,” Cammarry said.  She walked over and knelt down next to the body.  “Well manufactured clothing, tools, and this is some kind of hand weapon.”
 
    
 
   “Just a dead wizard,” Khin stated bluntly.  “I hear no spirit-ghost here.”
 
    
 
   Jerome turned and looked back at the stairs.  From the new angle he could see scorch marks on the inside of the sliding overhead door.  “That person was firing at the stairway.  I think in defensive action against what was happening up on the bridge.”
 
    
 
   “There is a small device here next to the body and the weapon.  It has an access port on the side.”  Cammarry picked up the item.  It was palm sized and covered in dust.  It had a small display on one side, and several buttons along one edge.  “The weapon is obviously burned out.  The circuits I can see are fried.  Just an old-style energy weapon anyway.”
 
    
 
   “If you plug in the com-link I might be able to help assess that,” Sandie said.  “Not the weapon, but the other item.  I conjecture it is an information storage tool.  It is similar to items found in the historical records from a hundred years ago, the time when the Conestoga was launched.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry jacked the cable into the small device.  
 
    
 
   “Assessment completed.  It is a portable communication and information system.  It was designed to store data in a primitive manner and much of that information is corrupted and therefore lost.  It belonged to someone named Captain Lance Lechner.  I conjecture that the body you see is that same person.  The uniform it is wearing could be that of a flight crewman, perhaps an officer, and maybe the captain’s.  The information in the old device has some remains of records on Captain Lechner interacting with numerous people.  The detailed information is corrupted, but I have reconstituted a few conversations which took place at the end of the record.  I warn you, they are incomplete and fragmentary.”
 
    
 
   “What can you show us?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “I am sorry, but I cannot show you anything.  I can only reconstruct the messages and read the pericope to you.  The audio and visual data is too corrupted to display anything.  Here is what I can recover: From Officer Sara Casey:  ‘….habbie families in open…  have revolted…. Blue circles…  and they plan to jettison the habbie for landing on….’ Captain Lance Lechner responded, ‘…..punched a message through that accursed spot which grabbed us….. planet fall will be successful… need to …..  provisions for needle ship crew….. aeroponics will…’ and that is the first interaction I was able to reconstitute.”
 
    
 
   “The Captain knew how to get a signal back!”  Cammarry said excitedly.  “If he can do it, so can we.”
 
    
 
   “Where there is a will, there is a way, and there is hope,” Jerome replied.  “Sandie?  What else did you find out?  You said there were other discussions.”
 
    
 
   “Not so much discussions as fragments of interactions,” Sandie said.  “The next is between someone called an engineer, a doctor, and Captain Lance Lechner.  Here is that information:  doctor states, ‘…. need a stable food source….  zoology says animal, plant system can….might be stable for years…cytology confirmed…’  Captain Lance Lechner replies, ‘…the whole needle ship?  Initiate the plan… Get info to habbie brains…’  Shortly after this, what I assume is during the same conversation, the person called engineer interjects with, ‘….all eight brains aware…. Habbie’s not destroyed….. aggregate ingredients from Beta acquired…. …docking soon, we can use the gig’s engines as propelling force…. …will it matter?  It might work, worth a try….’”
 
    
 
   “What were they trying?”  Cammarry asked in wonder.  “Is it about making planet fall, or getting into orbit, or what?”
 
    
 
   “Those messages are missing a lot of vital facts,” Jerome said. “What brains are they speaking about?  Is that all there was?”
 
    
 
   Sandie continued, “The final bit of information is very sad.  It is Captain Lance Lechner speaking.  He states, ‘Ship’s Brain trust under habbie insurgent attack.  Security overrun.  I will hold them off while the gig’s gizmo does its work.  Sara is dead…. …we have failed miserably… Brains in habbies acknowledged….Unknown for future  …cannot believe it comes to this….  I do not know which is a worse fate, that planet or being trapped on this needle ship….   May God in his mercy let the habbies survive….’  That is the end of the information which was reconstituted.”  The emotion was thick in Sandie’s artificial voice.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, keep analyzing that and make some conjectures and extrapolations.  What are habbies?  What brains is he talking about?  Can you access anything that tells us about the secondary systems so we can make course corrections?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Nothing on that device.  Can you connect the com-link to another access port on that work station?”  Sandie replied.  “There looks to be several which are undamaged.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry unjacked the cable and walked to the work station.  Khin was standing there with his hand on the light controls.  She located another access port and connected in the cable.  
 
    
 
   “Entering this section of the nonphysicality,” Sandie said.  “Jerome, please connect in a fusion pack.  I believe I have found something very helpful!”
 
    
 
   Jerome set a fusion pack on the end of the work station.  He connected it to a different access port.  The work station came alive with readings, lights, the needles on gauges sprang to life, and the monitors blinked on.
 
    
 
   “Much more wizard work!”  Khin said and pulled his hand back away from the light controls.  “You understand all this?  You two must be the greatest wizards since the Old One.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome ignored him as they concentrated on the work station.  Systems were starting to power up, and readings were being displayed.  On the left side monitor, there was a column with twenty different names.  All were highlighted in bright flashing red.  
 
    
 
   “I think those are the twenty dead AIs in that other room,” Jerome said as he looked carefully at them.  “The list does read like primary artificial intelligence systems.  What a waste!”  He reached up and touched the first one on the list with his finger.  
 
    
 
   An annoying sound came from the monitor.  “I bet that is a negative function warning.”
 
    
 
   “Yes!  Yes!  That sound means the spirit-ghost will not answer.  Some doors and other things sound that way when they are broken.  After a time, the sound does not come anymore, no matter how much you push it,” Khin said.  “It comes at first and for a while, then does not come anymore.  Were you trying to open that bright door?”
 
    
 
   “In a way I was trying to open it, yes,” Jerome responded.  “I was looking to interface or gain control over one of the systems.”  He pushed the next one down, and it too gave off the annoying sound.  
 
    
 
   “You wizards are so brave!  Trying to control a spirit-ghost?  Oh what courage!”  Khin’s face shone with adoration.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry had been studying the bank of controls.  She pushed a slide lever to the right and then twisted a dial.  With each click of the dial the monitor on the right flashed a new image.  Many images were highlighted in red, and some were wavering and crisscrossed with lines of static.  After several more adjustments, a green screen came on with basic white lettering.  ‘Bypass secondary lattice?’ the monitor blinked in green. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached up and tapped the blinking green letters.  “This really is an antique.  Touch activated and confirmed.  I am into the tertiary system auxiliary controls.”
 
    
 
   “That was new and innovative in its time.  Evolution and innovation go hand in hand. Success is to think like they did yesterday and make it apply to what we need to be sufficient for today,” Jerome said as he watched Cammarry work.  “You would have fit into the twenty-first century well.”
 
    
 
   “Before or after the Great Event?”  Cammarry laughed.  “Or during?”
 
    
 
   “We are in our own Great Event right now.  If we can change the Conestoga’s course, our future and everyone else here will be better,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “But not Dome 17’s future,” Cammarry replied.  “Unless we can find out how that Captain got the message through. I came here to save all of them.”  Sweat was running down her face as she made miniscule adjustments.  “Sandie, can you assist me in these modifications?”
 
    
 
   “I apologize, but I cannot help in that way.  To be crude, you are on manual.  Your physical adjustments are outside the nonphysicality, and while I can see what you are doing, from the com-link, I cannot influence any of the things you are altering.  I do see some of the aftereffects in the nonphysicality, as larger places have opened, but I cannot connect to anything more useful than the operations board at the work station.  I will keep probing.”
 
    
 
   The monitor shifted again as Cammarry clicked the dial another time.  
 
    
 
   “You just opened a conduit to the main engines!”  Sandie exclaimed.  “I am able to assess them now.”
 
    
 
   “Finally.  Now Sandie can do the course corrections,” Cammarry said with relief.  “Use the scouts scanning and then fire the engines to correct course.”
 
    
 
   “Sadly, that will not work.  It is an excellent idea, however, I cannot make any course corrections.  The main engines are in a similar state to the gallery of memory cores, and the command bridge.  It is a barren wasteland of broken connections and shattered linkages.  I conjecture that the attackers that Captain Lance Lechner called ‘habbie insurrectionists’ destroyed the main engines.  They show a very similar style of damage.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry readjusted and modified again what she was doing.  “I am back in tertiary auxiliary control.  I see life support, gravity manipulation, and two other systems running, they are marked in green.  I am afraid if I try to adjust them, or use their subsystems, they may very well shut down.  There is a manually initiated program here, outlined in yellow, which is called ‘per aspera ad astra! tutum deficient circum propositum’ but I have no idea what that means.”
 
    
 
   “That is a very old Earth language,” Jerome said.  “It means roughly, ‘Through adversity to the stars! Fail safe circles the objective’.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, that is not quite accurate,” Sandie started to say.  
 
    
 
   “I see it is connected to orbital adjustment rockets!”  Cammarry explained as she slightly altered the setting.  I am initiating it!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned the dial, slid the lever back to the opposite side, and then pushed in on the dial.  The monitor screen flashed and the yellow outline around the words on the screen shifted to brilliant blue color in a steady glow.
 
    
 
   The left monitor shifted and a view of the green planet was seen.  The right monitor kept glowing the brilliant blue color.  
 
    
 
   Cabta 3F awoke.  A dormant system which was over one-hundred years old, responded to the call.  It actually worked.  Cabta 3F, a barely sentient, redundant fail-safe system, a tertiary artificial intelligence, sprang into action.  Its agenda was simple.  Assessment, planning, implementation, and evaluation were its next steps, in that order.  It had been resting quietly, not thinking about anything, just waiting for the time it might be needed.  It was not even aware enough to know there was a passage of time as its central memory core sat in a remote corner of an engineering closet, deep within the bowels of the needle ship.  When it awoke, the fluids began to bubble and move, and its mechanical and artificial brain started processing.   It used its links and couplings for assessment to determine the ship’s position in space, and looked for the target world.  Being rather simplistic, for an artificial intelligence system, and being that the green world was close, Cabta 3F identified that as the target world.  It complied the information and compared the ship’s location to the planet.  Assessment completed.  
 
    
 
   Planning took place.  The goal was to insert the Conestoga into a stable orbit so the habitats could be jettisoned and landed on the planet.  The original builders of Cabta 3F designed it to be used in case there was limited human leadership at the end of the generations long voyage through space.  Cabta 3F did not notice that there were no habitats connected any longer to the needle ship.  That was irrelevant to the goal of establishing a stable orbit.  It followed its programming by calculating speed, conditions, and trajectories needed to make the course corrections.
 
    
 
   Implementation of the plan was the next step.  Cabta 3F tried the main engines.  There was no response.  Since Cabta 3F had no emotional components or even the ability to understand emotions, it just switched to the next algorithm.  It called for the orbital adjustment rockets.  In sixteen places on the needle ship section of the Colony Ship Conestoga, Cabta 3F linked to huge rocket motors.  It had looked for all twenty-two of the original orbital adjustment rockets, but only sixteen responded.  Cabta 3F modified its calculation to use the sixteen.  Each of those immense rocket motors swiveled into precise positions.
 
    
 
   In a choreographed dance of timing and meticulousness, set by Cabta 3F, the signal was sent for those rockets to fire.  
 
    
 
   Thirteen responded appropriately. Two rockets fired, but their power sheared off the permalloy connecting brackets which held them to the frame of the needle ship.  Both of those swooshed away on a wild ride into space, fortunately not striking any part of the Conestoga.  The last rocket exploded.  That explosion tore a huge section of the needle ship into pieces and exposed some compartments to vacuum.  Automatic sealers clanged shut, bulkhead doors locked, and pressurization was maintained, although a slow leak of atmosphere resulted.
 
    
 
   Back in the deck level under the command bridge, Jerome, Cammarry and Khin first felt, and then heard, a deep and low vibration.  It built and built until the shaking and rattling wobbled everything.  The floor quivered so badly it was difficult to stand up.  
 
    
 
   “Is this the end?”  Khin called out as he fell to his knees.  “Have I failed in my service to you wizards?  Are you destroying the world?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  What is happening?”  Cammarry yelled.  
 
    
 
   “I think that system kicked it,” Jerome yelled over the roar that was vibrating through everything.  
 
    
 
   “There are rockets firing,” The AI Sandie answered.  “Using the scout ship’s observation equipment, I am configuring what the course corrections will do.  In the nonphysicality at this location, I see nothing to indicate what has occurred.  I conjecture you did activate some kind of system which is altering the course of the Conestoga.  I am not sure if it will land the ship on the planet, head it to deep space, or keep it in orbit.  Should it attempt landing, I conjecture a high potential for failure, as the needle ship was not designed for use in an atmosphere.”
 
    
 
   Cabta 3F evaluated its actions.  The stable orbit was not established.  So the old and limited AI started the process over.  Assessment, planning, implementation, and evaluation were repeated.  
 
    
 
   Measurements were taken, rockets were re-aimed, and rockets were fired.
 
    
 
   The massive shaking of the Conestoga continued.  
 
    
 
   Cabta 3F evaluated its actions again.  The stable orbit was not established.  It repeated the process.  The fail-safe, backup AI did assessment, planning, implementation, and evaluation.    The cycle was repeated.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry, Jerome, and Khin was sitting on the deck trying to brace themselves and hold onto the work station.  The mummified body of Captain Lance Lechner crumbed into chunks which jittered and skittered across the floor away from the uniform which once held them in.
 
    
 
   Nine times, Cabta 3F went through the same process.  On the tenth time, the evaluation showed, ‘Stable orbit achieved’.
 
    
 
   The shuddering stopped.  
 
    
 
   The monitor in the work station flashed ‘Stable orbit achieved’ in bright blue colors.  
 
    
 
   Cabta 3F went back to sleep.  It had no programming to continue any other functions.  It did not even feel a sense of accomplishment.  It just went back to sleep.
 
    
 
   “Wizards?  You have shaken the world!”  Khin said.  “Is it finished now?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry was first to her feet.  She studied the monitor and smiled.  “Sandie?  What is the status?”
 
    
 
   “Stable orbit has been achieved,” the modern AI replied.  
 
    
 
   “Hurrah!  Coming together was the start of our quest.  Keeping together we made progress.  Working together we found success,” Jerome said.  “The people on the Conestoga are saved.”
 
    
 
   “But how many and who are they?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   12 unstable orbit resolved, but what next?
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome threw down the spanner.  It skidded across the smooth permalloy and banged into a broken cabinet.  “Nothing in here is going to work either.”  
 
    
 
   “Your assessment is probably correct,” Sandie replied.  “This laboratory was severely damaged, probably by the habbie insurgents who devastated the nearby command bridge.  Have you considered that golf is a game of endless frustration?”
 
    
 
   “Golf?  Was that some kind of gymnastics, or a martial arts form?”  Jerome asked as he picked up the spanner and examined it.  It was not broken.  
 
    
 
   “It was a game played before the Great Event.  The object was to place a small ball into a hole by hitting it with a club,” Sandie relied.  “I thought you may have read about it.”
 
    
 
   “Ricochet ball sounds much more fun, and apparently less frustrating.  Forgive me for losing my temper.  Sandie, it is just that since we got the work station downstairs working, I thought we would find other areas where we could recover something.  We are very limited in what we know about the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, we do know it is in a stable orbit now.  We did uncover that this laboratory was where the four types of animals currently on the needle ship were originally cloned and released,” Sandie replied.  “My analysis of the genetic materials found here, compared to the fecal matter found elsewhere by Khin shows that they were engineered to survive and reproduce in the conditions we have seen.”   
 
    
 
   “Why they did that is a mystery.  This ship was supposed to have numerous biological habitats, yet they did a rush job of genetic manipulation to release animals on the Conestoga needle ship.  Why?”  Jerome pushed the section of wall closed.
 
    
 
   “I conjecture, from the report by Captain Lance Lechner, that the biological habitats had been separated, or were in the process of separation,” Sandie stated.  “The best conjecture is that those habitats descended to the planet’s surface.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I agree with your working hypothesis, but I do not understand why?  From what we think, those habitats were designed to work for several more generations.  Why land them when they did?”  Jerome did some stretching exercises.  He then said, “I will go and talk to Cammarry, maybe she is having better luck figuring out those spacecraft in the hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   “You can converse through the com-link,” Sandie suggested.  
 
    
 
   “I need to see her.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked back through the command bridge and down the stairs.  He took a few steps past the work station with its two operational, but very limited monitors.  
 
    
 
   He inserted the cable from the com-link into the access port on the wall. “Sandie, make a quick scan of the nonphysicality here again.  Maybe something has opened up or been reconnected.” The access port was on the edge of a manual control panel which also included a bright green wheel about twenty-five centimeters in diameter.  Next to it was a bright red lever and four gauges were behind the wheel and lever.  
 
    
 
   “Investigation completed.  This section of the nonphysicality remains unchanged.  I am sorry to report that,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, you found nothing in the nonphysicality here that would help us?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  This section of the nonphysicality is isolated and has no other features we can utilize.  I again thoroughly examined the nonphysicality here.  It links only into the hanger bay.  The sole system is what we are calling the gizmo.  Not even all of that is connected to the nonphysicality, just the sections which were cobbled together to inject the growth medium and spores into the ventilation system.  Until the fractures in the nonphysicality are mended, we, I in particular, will be forced to probe the sections and remnants individually to find out what is functional.”
 
    
 
   “And this part is separate from the work station, just a few meters away?”  Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  As you know, the physical distance between access ports does not matter in the nonphysicality.  The two access ports near here open to separate and unique areas.  The remnant of nonphysicality available in the science laboratory is a third and separate area.  I am convinced that at one time, the entire nonphysicality of the Conestoga was interconnected, or linked, or coupled together.  It is not in that condition now.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for checking again.”  Jerome closed the door to the manual control access panel.  He walked through the open pressure door and onto the observation deck of the hanger bay.  There he looked through the clear permalloy wall and out over the ruined hanger bay.  The yellow stripes which crossed the large exterior doors on its far side were faded and grime coated.  The seals on the hanger doors were intact, otherwise there would be no pressure or oxygen.  But from the dismal condition of the two stalls, and the wrecks which were in them, Jerome often wondered how the hanger bay had survived the abuse it had endured so long ago.  For several days, he and Cammarry had examined the hanger bay and found it relatively safe, but he still wondered about how long it would remain that way.  
 
    
 
   The twin stalls were a shambles, with two wrecked spacecraft surrounded by broken parts, and a strange apparatus.  They were calling the spacecraft gigs because of what Captain Lance Lechner had said in his old recording, ‘I will hold them off while the gig’s gizmo does its work.’  The apparatus was the gizmo.  Sandie had helped them identify what that gizmo had done.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  Any luck?”  Jerome called as he stepped off the observation deck and onto the floor of the hanger bay.
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked out of the hatch at the back of the gig.  The spacecraft was tilted at about a thirty-degree angle and one of its wings was resting on the deck.  It was long with two levels which were tubular.  View ports were along its sides, and there was a gunwale which ran along its center between its upper deck and the lower decks.  The lower was only about a third as long as the upper, but the way the wreck was sitting in the hanger bay, it was difficult to see.  Jerome expected some kind of landing gear, wheels, or runners, or something, but the gig lay on its belly. There were large flexible ducts coming out of the hatch as well.  The craft was much larger than the FTL scout ship.
 
    
 
   Both of the gigs in the hanger bay were very banged up with scorch marks, and partial rips in their permalloy exterior.  Despite all the damage, the hanger bay itself did not seem to have been vandalized, yet it was a mess from the obviously rapid construction of the apparatus, the gizmo.  The ducts connected from the payload section of each of the gigs, and then led to the engines behind the first gig where the gizmo had been built.  The other gig, which was also lopsidedly parked, in the other stall, had apparently been used as a cargo hauler, or containment vessel. They called the one with the gizmo apparatus on its engines, the first gig, and the other was just called, the other one.    
 
    
 
   “Hello Jerome!  The blue cubie seems to be the key to this thing and what it did.  There was a lot of growth medium in the payload sections of both gigs, although from what I can tell, there had once been passenger sections with about twenty seats.  Those were crudely cut out and an interior floor was removed to make more space.  These engines,” she pointed, “were used as a large fan to distribute the growth medium through the ducts and into the Conestoga’s life support ventilation systems.  To do that they torched their way through the decks here to reach a major vent.  The gizmo sits over that and is welded and sealed down.  Whoever made this thing was working fast and furious to complete it.  Welds are sloppy, cutting was more like chopping, and the mechanism for activating it all was that blue cubie’s display.  The whole gizmo, from the cubie to the engines, burned out in the effort to force the growth medium through the life support system.  Every part of the gizmo I have dissected is fried, melted, or burned out.  The antique circuitry is shattered.  These parts were pressed way beyond their design parameters.  The inside of that blue cubie has permalloy sections, and machinery which are fused and combined together from heat and stress.  That blue cubie will never tell us what it did.”
 
    
 
   “Cubie blue, knows what to do!”  Khin said from where he was sitting at the side of the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, you have said that about a hundred times,” Cammarry snapped at him.  “But can you tell me how to activate the cubie?  Or how to get a history from it?  Or who built this gizmo and why?  Or how to work any of the controls on the spacecraft gig?”  
 
    
 
   “No, that is wizard’s work.  I went and found dung for Jerome.  Dung from rats, and goats, because he asked me.  Now you ask me this? About machines?  You should know what it does.  A wizard built it, that dead one you had me move away.  You ask this and you are a wizard!” Khin laughed and laughed.  “Oh wait?  Is this another test?”
 
    
 
   “No Khin, this is not another test,” Jerome answered.  
 
    
 
   “Good, then I will depart.  Well, see, you have been working here on this wizard thing for many days, and I have helped.  I guided you here, I helped you with getting dung, I moved that dead body, but I will soon be out of food.  My pack grows light, and my stomach rumbles.  So I am leaving now.  Thank you for letting me be part of your wizard’s quest, but I must go and hunt for food.”
 
    
 
   “It has only been three days since the orbit was secured,” Jerome said.  “You can have a food ration from me, if that will help.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed.  “I have seen what you call food.  I will never eat wizard’s food. I want real food.  I will need to find a goat and prepare a fine meal.  I need fresh milk, and roasted meat, and stewed mushrooms.  My dried foods are almost gone, and the cheeses have been eaten.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  While we have plenty of water in that lavatory, we only have about a two-day supply of our own food,” Cammarry stated.  “I hate to say it, but we will need to learn from Khin what we can eat here on the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “That was inevitable,” Jerome sighed out.  “So Khin, can we go with you to meet your people and learn from you about what you call real food?”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed and laughed.  Finally, he said, “Just make more wizard food.”
 
    
 
   “We cannot make more food rations,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   This made Khin laugh even harder than before. He fell to the deck and held his stomach while he laughed.  “You can shake the whole world, but not make food?”  His laughter echoed all across the hanger bay.   
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Cammarry?  I can assist in identifying some of the plants, and in guiding you about butchering and preparing animal protein,” Sandie said.  “I conjecture a high degree of success, but since the flora and fauna here are genetic hybrids and biologically enhanced, I cannot be absolutely sure of all my conjectures.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  I think we need a different quest.  Sandie can keep trying to locate the Dome 17 signal, but trying that she has not found any trace of it yet.  We do know that somehow, from somewhere on this old ship, a message did get through.  We should try to find out how that was done, while figuring out how to survive here on local supplies.”  Jerome cracked his knuckles, and then pushed his palms together several times.  “Food will be a primary concern while we seek out the answers.  We will need to set up remote monitors so we can watch this place, and the place where the scout ship and the teleportation receiving pad are.  I want to be able to see everything that happens as we move along on this adventure.  I will not be denied knowing where the adventurers go this time.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Jerome long and hard.  “We still might save Dome 17, if we can find a way to connect to that lost signal.”  She turned to the young man who was native to the Conestoga. “So Khin, can you help us again?”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed.  He looked at both of them, then he broke down laughing again.  He sputtered something about wizards, and children, and animals, but it was too broken up by his laughing to be understandable.  
 
    
 
   “Seriously, Khin, we will need to learn much as we adapt to surviving on this needle ship,” Jerome said.  “It would be very helpful if we can learn from you.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed and laughed.  He finally took some large deep breathes, and then, between chuckles, he said, “Wizards learning things that toddlers know.  It is all so funny!”
 
    
 
   “Will you help us?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “Of course I will help,” Khin replied with a big attempt to be serious.  He then burst out laughing again.  “But do not ask me to eat wizard food!”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  You will continue to try to make contact back to Dome 17 so we can open the teleportation orifice?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “I am constantly monitoring for the signal, and I have been initiating the receiving pad to make an attempt once every twenty-four hours.  The scout ship and rooms around it are secure.  I can also remotely assist you as needed,” the AI replied.  “We are in this adventure together.”
 
    
 
   “So it seems our next quest is learning to survive on the Conestoga,” Cammarry said as she wrapped her arms around Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “To not only survive, but to thrive, and to learn all we can about our new home, the Colony Ship Conestoga,” Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed and laughed.  
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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   Disclaimer
 
    
 
    
 
   This is a work of fiction from my imagination. Well duh? Unless, what we write becomes real somewhere.  I have heard from someone, somewhere, ‘every story that is written becomes a new reality in an alternate universe’.   Now how cool is that?  
 
   Well, in our reality, this work is fiction and any resemblance to people, places, events, animals, or things that truly exist is a coincidence.  
 
   If you like the Colony Ship Conestoga series, check out the completed, Colony Ship Vanguard, and the Colony Ship Eschaton.  
 
   Happy reading.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   1 a special soup
 
    
 
    
 
   The hallway was dimly lit and smelled of the plants which grew on the floor and other flat horizontal surfaces.  Their dull greenish color contrasted with the gray of the permalloy out of which the walls, ceiling, and floor had been manufactured.  Air pushed past Jerome and Cammarry as it blew gently from the ducts set high on the walls along one side.  Water dribbled out of one of the ducts and caused a dark stain down the wall where it had been dripping for decades.  The rhythmic patter of the drips marched off time by sounding throughout the hallway. 
 
    
 
   “Tell me again why we are collecting these plants,” Cammarry asked. She was squatting down and her medium complexion matched the dimness of the lighting.  Her oval face, with its narrow brown eyes, and tight lipped mouth, radiated cheerfulness she spoke.  Her long, straight, silky, and dark-brown hair was parted down the middle.  She was slender and fit wearing a blue and gray coverall made from radiation absorbing materials.  
 
    
 
   “We are collecting them because Khin, our guide, told us to do so.  It reminds me of a quote, ‘Here we go gathering nuts in May, nuts in May, nuts in May, Here we go gathering nuts in May, on a cold and frosty morning’,” Jerome replied with a singsong voice.  He too was wearing one of the RAM suits, and also, like Cammarry, he had a full backpack, belt with tools, and a holstered weapon. His short and curly dark-brown hair was tousled a bit, but his hazel eyes were bright and alert.  “I once saw a rather entertaining old style, two-dimensional recording of a gray colored animal.  It was a hand-drawn set of images put together to give the illusion of motion.  The animal was singing that song and dancing.”  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure what we may or may not do, but I could use some fun singing and dancing,” Cammarry laughed.  “Besides, it is not really cold or frosty here marooned on the Conestoga. Is there anything at all, Jerome, that does not remind you of an obsolete quote or obscure idiom?”
 
    
 
   Jerome scrunched up his face in a mock look of puzzlement.  “No.  I cannot think of anything which would free you from my fine recitation of all those old quotes.  So may we keep gathering more nuts?”
 
    
 
   A disembodied voice came from the communication links each person had on their ears.  “The quote Jerome recited is from a song of the genre called a nursery rhyme.  Jerome the term ‘may’ is used in various ways in the old literature.  It could be a verbal auxiliary, however, I conjecture it is used in your quote as a noun. The term May is a reference to an old calendar month falling in the springtime of the annual Earth cycle.  Additionally the items Khin has asked you to pluck up are not nuts, which were a hard-shelled dry fruit or seed with a separable rind or shell and an interior kernel. What you are gathering are types of modified mushrooms.  Mushrooms were a different food source that comes from….”
 
    
 
   Jerome interrupted.  “Sandie, I am not sure we need a lesson on obsolete calendars, mushrooms, nuts, or berries, or other plants unless they are things we will actually find here on the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   Sandie, the artificial intelligence system replied, “You are gathering mushrooms.  We have explored less than one percent of what I estimate to be the capacity of the Colony Ship Conestoga, and therefore, it is unclear what we will discover as we investigate further.”
 
    
 
   “Khin says we are to gather these plants because he is preparing some kind of a food ration for us,” Cammarry interjected.  “I know we will need to eat it.  I am down to half of my last food ration bar from Dome 17, but I still am not looking forward to this.  I remember the taste of that cheese food of his, and it lingered in my mouth for a long time.”
 
    
 
   “Those cheese things also lingered in my nose,” Jerome laughed.  “At least you still have half of a ration bar.  I am completely out.”
 
    
 
   “I must congratulate you!  You both made the food rations from Dome 17 last longer than anticipated,” Sandie replied.  “Fortunately for me, I do not need to consume food in the manner that you both do.  I will assist you as much as I can in identifying and learning about potential food sources on the colony ship.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped over a bit and pulled apart some of the low vegetation which was covering the permalloy decking and growing on nearly every horizontal surface.  She plucked a small plant’s top and placed it into a pouch she carried.  She looked carefully at the root system that was left behind.  It was spread wide to the sides, but was very skinny with an intricate tangle of tiny, hair-like roots all stretched around in the thin layer of growth medium.  
 
    
 
   “This aeroponics system sure covered everything.  When we first arrived, I could only tell the difference between the plants and the permalloy or other metal parts.  The biologically alive things looked all the same to me.  Now, thanks to hunger and to our guide Khin, I can tell that the plants are of various kinds.”
 
    
 
   Jerome did a few stretching exercises as he straightened up from picking some of the plants.  “This hallway, and all of the Conestoga, would look far different if we could see it as it was originally designed, and without the plant life.”
 
    
 
   “And if it was in a normal light, rather than this dimly lit glow that never changes,” Cammarry said.  “I am tempted to turn up the fusion pack lights just to get some real illumination.  This blend of machinery and biology is just so unusual.  I never expected to find this old ship in this truly weird condition.”
 
    
 
   Sandie chimed in,  “As we have discussed, my best conjecture from the evidence is that the growth medium was a hastily applied crisis reaction measure to ensure, vegetation would have a way to survive in this section, the needle ship, of the Conestoga.  The light source is suitable for what we are assuming is the genetically modified and adapted plant life.  What was done provided a bottom level for a very simple, but apparently effective, food chain.  The animal life we have seen would not be possible without the plants.  The human population on the needle ship would not be possible without the animals and plants.  Therefore, the aeroponics growth medium is essential to human survival.”
 
    
 
   “It all goes back to the loss of the biological habitats, right?”  Cammarry asked.  “If those were still connected to the needle ship, the people could get all the food they needed from those eight giant cylinders.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Cammarry, that is our working assumption,” Sandie replied.  “Based on the limited information we recovered from the body and records of Captain Lance Lechner.  However, we really have no idea what the biological habitats contained, nor where they are presently.”
 
    
 
   “Here comes Khin now,” Jerome said as he heard footsteps coming from the stairway at the end of the hall.  “I wonder if he was able to find that goat animal he talked about.”
 
    
 
   Khin climbed the stairs and came into view.  He was smaller and younger than either Jerome or Cammarry.  He was very thin, with a more brownish hue to his skin, although it was difficult to tell from the grime that covered him.  His very large, bright-brown eyes twinkled in the dim light.  Jerome knew Khin could see him much better than Jerome could see Khin.  He had surprised them numerous times with his superb low-light vision.
 
    
 
   “My dear wizard friends!”  Khin called out.  “I was successful in my hunt!”  His black hair was cropped fairly short, but ragged.  His handmade garment extended from chest to knees.  He had a pouch slung over his shoulder and a brown belt around his waist.  A small scabbard was dangling from the belt. 
 
    
 
   “What is that?”  Jerome asked as he looked at Khin’s hands.  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed.  “A wizard does not know about a good meat?”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry rose and walked over to where the two men stood.  “That is an animal?”
 
    
 
   “It was a rat, actually three rats.  They have given their life for us to live,” Khin replied.  In his hands was a bundle.  Wrapped inside that furry exterior were three bodies.  Each was a dappled shade of brownish-gray and about twenty to thirty centimeters long, not including the skinny and hairless tails.  “These will be very good!”
 
    
 
   Jerome held his words back, but Cammarry spoke out.  “You killed those animals?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!”  Khin smiled.  “We need to make some food for our trip to see my people.  You wizards are out of food, and my dried supplies are gone.  Today we feast!”
 
    
 
   “Well, show me how,” Cammarry said dubiously.  
 
    
 
   “Enough with your strange tests, I fetched these rats, and now we will prepare them.  I found a place with a working kitchen just two decks down.  You have found the mushrooms and other plants I showed you?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry gestured to the pile she and Jerome had gathered.  
 
    
 
   “Very good.  Soup for us all. Fresh meat and mushrooms are so very good.  Now if only I had some of the fruits.  After we eat, then a good sleep and we can proceed.  We will be with my people tomorrow!”  Khin was very happy.  
 
    
 
   They picked up the plucked plants, and loaded them into pockets and backpacks.  Then they followed Khin as he led them down the stairway.  The stairs were excessively overgrown, and the footing was not secure.  Fortunately, the builders of the colony ship had installed double rows of handrails along the sides of the stairs.  As Cammarry was proceeding down the stairway, she thought of what Khin had said.
 
    
 
   “Did you say fruits?  Are those a different kind of food?”  She asked.  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed.  “Yes.  They come from the Fruit People, as if you did not know that.  I have not had any since, well, since I last had some.  I guess it was before I left my people.”
 
    
 
   “I thought your people were the only people on the needle ship.  Who are the Fruit People?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “They are just other people.  Like how the wizards are other people.  They are not my people, but I like the Fruit people.  They are honest traders and give good for good.  Trade fair today, and live that way!”  Khin chuckled.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome you can add another idiom to your collection of profound sayings,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “I will need to start memorizing Khin’s phrases, since the data sticks do not work and I cannot read up on more of the words of antiquity.”  
 
    
 
   “I can supply visual reproductions of a wide range of literary works,” Sandie stated.  “Just let me know and I will display it for you.  I am here to help!”
 
    
 
   “Thanks Sandie.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry then addressed the moving figure of Khin.  “How many groups of people are there on the Conestoga?”
 
    
 
   “All of them,” Khin answered as he nimbly stepped from the slippery foliage covered stairs and out onto a landing that was not quite as densely covered.  “It depends on how you count.  I am a group of one.  We are a group of three, or we are two groups.  A male group and a female group.  Or we are two groups, a wizard group and me.  It all depends, but, well, with all the groups of people that are in the world, who can count so high as all that?”
 
    
 
   “Khin, are there clans or tribes, or other organized groups of people?”  Sandie the AI asked.  “You mentioned the Fruit People, and that seems to be a special group.  Perhaps a family?  Please help me understand.”
 
    
 
   “A spirit-ghost asks me questions.  That is so funny!”  Khin nearly dropped the three dead rats he was holding.  “You already know.”
 
    
 
   “Please tell us,” Cammarry implored.  “What are the major groups of people?  If you were to decide how to count them, how would you divide up the people?  What are the major people groups?”   
 
    
 
   “Well, I see what you mean.  For trading?  Well, my people are ‘one major group’.”  Khin used his voice to sort of mock Cammarry’s own tones.  “Then there are the Fruit people.  That would be ‘two major groups’ and then there are the Chicken People, and that would be ‘three major groups’ if that is what you mean.”  Khin laughed as he considered what he had said.  “One group for each rat!  But how to divide one rat among so many? There are wizards, thieves, and hermits too, but they are not ‘major groups’ of people.  Come now, the room with a working kitchen is just ahead, and we need to feed our own ‘major people group’ right?”
 
    
 
   Khin led them to the room.  The door was inscribed with the words ‘Ensign Marguerite Abana’ in white letters.  It also had a small green lever.  Khin pulled on the lever and the door slid, with a bit of a screech, to the side.  He stepped in.
 
    
 
   “This was someone’s home, or apartment once,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I read that on the door,” Khin said proudly.  “Symbols like that always mean a living place.”
 
    
 
   “Khin, show me which symbols you mean,” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Khin walked back and shifted the three rats to one hand and pointed with the other hand to the word ‘Ensign.’ “That symbol always means a place someone used to live.  Not all those places still work, but this one does.”
 
    
 
   “What about these symbols?”  Cammarry asked as she pointed to the name ‘Marguerite Abana’.
 
    
 
   “Those mean nothing,” Khin snapped back.  He then smiled and remembered previous times when Jerome or Cammarry had surprised him with their ability to decode the strange symbols which were scattered around in various places on the doors or walls.  “Or do they?  What do they mean to a wizard?  This symbol stays the same, but the symbols on this side are always different from place to place.”
 
    
 
   “I believe the first symbol you point to is a title, while the others are a name for a person,” Cammarry replied.  
 
    
 
   Khin looked at her with a bewildered expression.  
 
    
 
   “Khin,” Jerome added.  “It is like when you call us wizards.  That is the title, while my name is Jerome.  Those symbols are something like that.”
 
    
 
   “What does it matter?”  Khin laughed.  “No one is ever inside actually living in these rooms.  Sometimes I find a few bones, but not very much or very often.  Mostly the places do not work, but sometimes they do.  This one works, so what does it matter if it is a title or a name?  Will the person who lived here ever come back?”  He chortled with glee as he walked through the small apartment’s front room which had several chairs, covered in vegetation, a monitor on the wall that was shattered, and a pile of musty clothing in the corner.
 
    
 
   Khin passed the pile of clothing and entered a different room. It then lit up in a brighter illumination than the typical dull glow elsewhere on the needle ship.  He set the rat bodies on the countertop in the corner of the kitchen. The countertop was free from the fungal growth common everywhere else.  There was a sink to one side which was also free from plant growth.  Cabinets lined the walls.  Another broken monitor was in one corner.
 
    
 
   As Jerome looked closely he could tell that the air ducts which led to the kitchen were still sealed and closed over by intact grilles.  Looking around, Jerome could imagine what the kitchen looked like when it was inhabited.  It was not too vastly different from the apartment he shared with Cammarry back in Dome 17.  He then looked back again at the front room and saw that in there the duct grilles were missing, and thus the plants were growing in the medium of material which had been spewed through the duct system.
 
    
 
   “Now see, I found a good place!”  Khin called with a giggle.  “Almost as bright as a wizard’s place.”  He squinted his eyes a bit as he reached up and pulled open a cabinet door.  Inside were some utensils and a small pot.  “Now we make the food for us!  A fine and hot soup!”
 
    
 
   Khin pulled a knife from the sheath on his belt.  It was fashioned from permalloy and was about a hand breath long.  Then with a very smooth and controlled motion he took the first rat’s body and placed it into position on the permalloy countertop.  His other hand brought the blade down and cleaved off the rat’s head.  A quick twist of the rat’s body and he made another slice so that the front legs were removed.  Two more twists and two quick chops and the tail and rear legs were also severed.  Khin used the blade to push them into a small pile as he placed the body into the pot.
 
    
 
   “You have done that before,” Jerome said.  He was amazed at the speed and accuracy of the cutting motions Khin had done.  
 
    
 
   “Yes! Rat, goat, chicken, cavy, all good meats.  The first time that I prepared soup, was with my mother.  I was a wee little one then, but had brought home a big rat,” Khin explained.  “Even then I said a prayer of thanks for the animal whose life I had just received.  I hope you do not mind, but I gave thanks for these rats for all three of us.  Do you have a special wizard’s prayer or blessing you want to recite?”  His hands repeated the motions for the two other rats while he spoke. “My mother taught me to use their skins to make soft leather.  Fur is valuable, or the pelt is used for lining of garments.  I will store these skins for now.  Grease is squeezed from the pelt and has many uses! The rat has given up his life for me, so I will not waste anything.  The best needles come from tiny rat bones.  Mother always said, ‘Use all the carcass of the dead.  Always remember what I said.’  What did your mother teach you about animals?”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Cammarry and she looked back at him.
 
    
 
   Khin paused in his work holding the bloody blade off the counter a bit.  The three bodies were nearly completely dissected.  His face expected an answer.    
 
    
 
   “We grew up in a different way,” Jerome finally said.  Both he and Cammarry were shocked at watching Khin butcher the rats.  The precision, skill, and tenderness he showed toward the rats was far different than what they had expected.  He had deboned all the meat, separated out the internal organs, and even sopped up most of the blood with a cloth he had in his pouch. It was the first real up-close animal dissection they had ever witnessed.  It both intrigued and repelled them at the same time.  
 
    
 
   “You look as if you have never seen anyone prepare food before,” Khin said as he finished cubing the meat.  “Do wizards do it a better way?”  He added the meat cubes to the pile of bones he had placed into the pot.  He examined the bones, and picked a few from the pile and then carefully stored them with the other rat parts into a section of his pouch and sealed it up.  
 
    
 
   “Wizard’s way?  Well, we did make food by a different system, but we cannot do that any longer.  You are doing very well,” Cammarry answered.  “I have the plants we gathered.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we must place them into the soup as well,” Khin laughed and laughed again.  “I was afraid I had done something incorrectly.  The way you looked at me was just so funny. I suppose wizards do grow used to their own ways.  I saw the food you ate, but I could not smell it, and it was not appealing to me.  I mean no offense,” Khin said quickly.  “I just am not used to your foods.”
 
    
 
   “Since we are marooned here on the Conestoga, we will learn your ways with food,” Jerome said.  “You said it would be hot. I read somewhere once that only the pure in heart can make a good soup.  Soup involves water and heating.  How do you heat the food?”
 
    
 
   “Pure in heart make good soup?  Did your mother teach you that?”  Khin turned to the sink and adjusted the controls.  Water flowed out at a small trickle.  “Water comes here.  We will fill this pot.  Most home places, what did you call them?  Ensign places?  Yes, that was it.  Most ensign places will have pots, pans, spoons and such.  Knives are harder to find.  Do you have a good knife?”
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded.
 
    
 
   “That is not a very large flow of water,” Cammarry observed as she watched the pot fill.  
 
    
 
   “Water is all around, but it runs in these sinks slowly.  That is a fact.  Some places will have power and no water.  I have not seen a place, wait I must use the wizard’s term, I have not seen an ensign place, which has water and no power.  As my mother taught me, ‘water from sink, good to drink’ and that mostly is true.  You still need to smell the water.  I smelled this water before bringing you here.  It is good.”
 
    
 
   Khin then took the pot to the end of the counter and tapped several places on the front edge of the counter.  “This will make the surface hot.  Now we let the soup cook.  Before long we can eat!”
 
    
 
   “So on the Conestoga, ‘every moving thing that lives shall be meat for us; even as we have all the green herbs to eat’ or is that wrong?”  Jerome asked as he tried to recall another quote.  
 
    
 
   “Not everything that moves lives, and not everything that lives moves,” Khin answered.  “Now you tell me about making wizard food.”
 
    
 
   “We cannot do that anymore,” Cammarry stated.
 
    
 
   “You cannot tell me?  Or you cannot make the food?”  Khin giggled as he pulled a stool out of the corner of the room.  He sat down on it and laughed.  “You two can rock and shake the whole world, but cannot make food!  It is so funny.”
 
    
 
   “What else is in these places?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Four rooms.  The front, the kitchen, the sleeping room, and the water closet.  The water in that closet is foul and brackish.  You can tell by the smell,” Khin replied.  “But look for yourself.  You may find a treasure or something.  One never knows.  Mother said, ‘Search a room, might find your doom, but find a treasure, you have pleasure.’  I did not search those other rooms, so doom or pleasure for you!”  Khin laughed as he looked back at the pot with the soup which was starting to simmer.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome walked through the small apartment.  On the opposite side of the front room, there was what had been a bedroom with an attached bathroom.  The tub in the bathroom was filled with water, and there were plants floating on the surface of the dark and smelly liquid.  The toilet was functional, but looked as if it had not been used for ages.
 
    
 
   “This apartment has not been used since the growth medium was spread out.  Sandie?  Do you agree?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is my assessment as well,” the AI replied through the com-links.  “Using visual clues, I can conjecture some of the plant life’s ages, but they are rough conjectures as I have not been able to do a complete genetic analysis of the various plants.  I am assuming that they age and grow at a similar rate to what is recorded in the data bank archives, but that assumption may be erroneous.  I can assure you that what Khin placed into the soup was safe for your consumption and his food preparation was better than I expected in regard to sanitation and safe food handling.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Cammarry.  He said quietly, “It is not a cheese food.”  He then winked at her.  
 
    
 
   Even though they were in the bedroom on the other side of the apartment, Khin called to them, “I will make you a fine cheese when we get back to my people.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Khin!”  Cammarry called back.  She looked at Jerome and in that exchange of glances they both recognized again that Khin had better hearing and better low-light vision than either of them possessed.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Any luck on making contact with Dome 17 with the teleportation receiving pad?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “There has been no change since the last time I was asked.  I again remind you, I have dedicated a good share of processing functions to routinely making the attempts.  I am also computing possible remedies to overcoming the obstacles we have encountered in that regard,” Sandie replied with a bit of irritation.  “The first hurdle is in understanding what those obstacles actually are, and I promise you I am doing my utmost to try to figure it out.  I will let you know immediately of any break-through or new revelation which I uncover.  Please trust me.”
 
    
 
   “I just want those people to be saved.  I thought we would be the ones to do it,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I am searching for treasure,” Jerome said lightheartedly.  “The drawers and cabinets of this place may hold a secret about who Ensign Marguerite Abana was.  Perhaps she was a theoretical mathematician and engineer like Brink?”
 
    
 
   “But she lived about seventy some years ago,” Cammarry said with a smile.  “That was way before Brink was even born.  But you are correct, the Conestoga holds many secrets and mysteries we need to uncover.  What else do we have to do being marooned here?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   2 The goat people
 
    
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked through a dusty and tan tunnel.  The grit blew into her face and stung as it struck. She reached up and tried to pull her RAM mask on, but she could not find it.  Her hands fumbled and searched frantically all around her neck, chest, and shoulders, but the mask and hood were missing.  
 
    
 
   “I cannot survive outside without that!”  Cammarry wailed.  She then took several deep breathes and that calmed her down.  She looked at the side walls of the tunnel.  They were not from permalloy, but from some weaker metal, a steel alloy of some kind.  Rust was in some sections of the tunnel’s curved wall.  
 
    
 
   “How did I get here?”  Cammarry asked.  She waited for a moment, expecting her personal AI Winchell to answer her.  When there was no sound except for the howling of the grit-filled wind, she called out.  “Winchell!  Where are you?  How did I get here?”
 
    
 
   Again Cammarry felt for the mask, as the stinging from the grit was hurting her face and her eyes were pulled nearly shut to protect them.  She felt her shirt and it was odd.  There were short fibers of something sticking out from the material.  She forced one eye to open, and she glanced down at the shirt she was pulling out from around her neck.  
 
    
 
   “Fur?”  Her voiced echoed in the tunnel.  “Jerome?  Jerome?  Where are you?”
 
    
 
   The whine of the dusty wind was her only reply.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry covered her nose and mouth with her hands and tried again to deep breathe.  She felt a bit better, but not much. She dashed forward and as fast as she could she ran down the tunnel.  Her shoes kicked up dust with every footfall, and that dust revealed pale green things under it.  
 
    
 
   Reaching the end of the tunnel, Cammarry slid on the dust and then stumbled and fell forward, but caught herself with her hands and arms as she hit the ground.  She was nearly face first in the dust.  The wind wailed, and she had trouble catching her breath after the fall.  Looking down toward the floor, she realized it was not a floor but more some kind of uneven ground.  The dust spun beneath her nose and mouth as she exhaled, again revealing pale green things under the dust.
 
    
 
   “Mushrooms?”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pushed herself up and looked around.  The tunnel was a large pipe that was sticking up from the dust covered ground.  The wind was not as strong here as it had been in the tunnel, and she could see a bit further than she expected.  Off in the beige colored distance was a vast structure.  It reached several hundred meters into the air, and was capped with a cupola.  There were a few lights on the outside of the structure, but mostly she could see it because it was a slightly deeper shade of tan than the rest of the word around it.  
 
    
 
   “Dome 17?  How did I get back here?”  Cammarry asked herself.  “Why am I outside?  The toxins and radiation will kill me!”  
 
    
 
   ‘Swoosh!’  
 
    
 
   A sound wave struck her as something whizzed out of the top of the dome and cut a nearly white path through the tan, toxic sky and away.   
 
    
 
   “Winchell? What is happening?”  Cammarry cried out.  
 
    
 
   “Winchell has been disbanded,” a man said from where he was sitting on top of the tunnel.  “You were a very bad person, and you need to be punished.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry jerked around and looked up. “Jubal?  You must get inside the dome.  It is not safe out here without the radiation absorbing materials.  Let me show you the way back to Dome 17.  I was on some missions and made it back safely.”
 
    
 
   “You think you are safe?”  Jubal smirked.  He then grinned in a way that was far too large for his face.  There were too many teeth in his mouth.  He again said.  “You think you are safe?”  
 
    
 
   “Well we can get to the dome and get medical care.  I will help you get there,” Cammarry said.  She felt only pity for Jubal as he sat there dressed only in the typical indoor clothing people wore in the dome.  
 
    
 
   “Look at yourself,” Jubal said spitefully.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked down and she realized she was wearing a smock made from some animal’s skin.  Her mind raced.  She was trying to identify if it was a rat skin or a goat skin.  Either way, the smock was far too large to have come from a single animal.  Its colors were gray, ruddy, and dirty white.
 
    
 
   ‘Swoosh!’ 
 
    
 
   Another sound wave came from the top of the dome and yet another streak cut across the ugly tan sky.  
 
    
 
   “Those are the real heroes.  They will find a place where we can all go and live comfortably and be safe.  They are not like you and Jerome,” Jubal grinned his too wide mouth again.  “I knew you two would fail.  I never wanted you to go, but I was outvoted.  You should have never been allowed to use up one of our seven chances to live.”
 
    
 
   “We made it to the Conestoga!  We tried to connect back!”  Cammarry yelled.  She whirled around, “Sandie?  Sandie?  You tell him about that Cosmic Crinkle!  You explain that we tried!  Jerome where are you?”
 
    
 
   Jubal spit down from where he sat and the glob of sputum landed right at Cammarry’s now bare feet.  It was a black and noxious goo which sizzled as it struck and it guzzled up the dust around it.  “Your mission would have succeed if someone else, anyone else, had been the pilots.  Only fools would dock to that phantasm in space.  Only idiots would fail to see it was an illusion.  You took away one of our few chances to live.  We all have to be rescued!  It takes a hero to do that, not someone whose sole purpose in life is gossip.”
 
    
 
   “We had no idea!  No one could tell that Cosmic Crinkle was there.  Sandie tell him!  Jerome where are you?  Winchell?  Help me!”  Cammarry cried out.  
 
    
 
   “No one can hear you, because you have marooned yourself on that dead hulk of a spacecraft.  No biological habitats.  No working teleporter.  No success for you!  Just Cammarry’s giant failure,” Jubal kicked back his head and laughed a guttural croak.  It sounded more like the goats she had seen in the hallways than it did like a human voice.  
 
    
 
   “We can still succeed! The crew of the Conestoga punched a message back. They told us that they made planet fall.  We can do that too!” 
 
    
 
   Jubal’s disgusting laughter slowed down to a rhythmic bumping and choking gurgle of sounds.  “You succeed?  Never happen.  We are all dead because of you.”  He spat again, and this time the glob of sputum contained small fragments of bones and fur. They coalesced into an oblong form, sprouted a head, four legs, and a long hairless tail.  The black rat-like thing scurried off and disappeared into the tan wasteland. 
 
    
 
   “No!  We will find a way!!  We will not fail!”  Cammarry dropped to her knees in the dust.  “John said it was important that they made planet fall.  We heard the message say they made planet fall.  The biological habitats must have made planet fall.”
 
    
 
   “Made planet fall?  You are delusional, again!  You will never escape that doomed derelict you chose.  Made planet fall!  Ha!”  Jubal chortled again and again and again.  “You will fall on that planet, all right.  Fall right on your face in failure!  And we die because of you!”  
 
    
 
   “Jerome!  Where are you?”  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I am right here,” Jerome said as he wrapped his arms around her.  “Wake up!  Cammarry wake up?”
 
    
 
   “I will not fail!”  Cammarry’s yelling was intense. Her eyes were wide in terror.
 
    
 
   “I am here with you.  You are safe,” Jerome held her tightly.
 
    
 
   They were lying on the bed in the apartment.  They had found sheets and blankets in a tightly sealed drawer.  Using those they had covered over the fungal growth and the bed was actually fairly soft, if lumpy and uneven.  Jerome had disconnected the ceiling lighting, casting the room into nearly complete darkness, to make it more conducive for sleeping.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome!  They made planet fall.  They must have!”  Cammarry sobbed into Jerome’s shoulder as he held her close.  
 
    
 
   “Can I be of assistance?”  Khin said as he strolled in from where he had been sleeping in the front room on one of the chairs.  “Do you want more of the delicious soup?  If I had fresh milk, I would warm some for you.”
 
    
 
   “It is just a nightmare,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   “Just a nightmare?”  Cammarry exclaimed as she pulled away.  “Really?  It was a dream.  Jubal is not here?”
 
    
 
   “Jubal is not here.  Just a dream, a bad dream.  Dreams are the time that permits each of us to go safely insane on some nights of our lives. All of us, while awake, are in a common world.  In sleeping, each of us, is in a unique world,” Jerome soothed.  “You can tell me your dream if you wish to share.”
 
    
 
   “Wizard’s ways might be different,” interrupted Khin, “But my mother says ‘Tell a dream, might make all scream,’ so do not tell me the dream.  The Old One also says a dream can be a vision, and visions might come from spirit-ghosts.  So my wizard friends, use caution.  I am returning to my own slumber.  I do not want to hear about a wizard’s bad dream.”  Khin returned to the other room.
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke through the com-links which were sitting on a drawer which had been pulled open and was also holding the backpacks, the tool belts, and the weapons.  “Dreams are essential to mental, emotional, and physical well-being.  The human brain needs to have a certain cycle of stimulation and relaxation during the various stages of sleep. Neurologically speaking the areas of the amygdala, hippocampus, limbic system and posterior hypothalamus are involved in dream production and awareness. These are influenced by memories, emotions, recollections, reasoning….”
 
    
 
   “Not now Sandie, thank you anyway,” Jerome stopped the AI.  “Cammarry, may I just hold you now?  We are in this together, and I know my stomach has rumbled a bit after our meal.  Perhaps that was the source of the nightmare?  Just a bit of bad food.”
 
    
 
   “Is that all it was?”  Cammarry asked.  “I wonder.”  She briefly related the dream and then stood up.  “We need to keep exploring and finding what we need.  I succeed in eating Khin’s soup, and that is an accomplishment.  However, we cannot really carry a bowl of soup around with us for future nourishment.  So we will need to learn how to prepare foods that will keep and that are portable.”
 
    
 
   Sandie interjected, “The fungal based plants you have harvested can be eaten raw and those can serve as a basis for your nutrition.  Drying of meats is a very effective way to have another suitable food source.  A high percentage of the moisture must be taken from meat through heating.  Additionally, using salt can aid in the meat preparation. There are different ways to do this, but all meat can be dried.  The four animals which we know of on the Conestoga can all serve as sources for the fresh meat. Dried meat will last for an extended period of time, if you dry it correctly, and if you use proper storing methods.  I have those methods in the database and can relate how to do them.  Khin also looks to have experience in this area.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry shook a bit as she wiped her eyes.  Jerome reached over and pulled a fusion pack from his backpack.  He activated the light on it and the room came into better illumination.  The blankets and sheets were even more dingy and old looking than they felt.  The filth in the room was more evident in the moderately bright light.  The light was more than double the typical dim glow they had become accustomed to on the Conestoga.  
 
    
 
   “I see the wizards are up and about,” Khin called.  “No more refreshing slumber for me.  There is the remainder of the delicious soup, I will save you some.  We must never waste food, by either eating too much or not eating what we prepare.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks anyway Khin,” Cammarry called.  “I will just be eating some of the plants for now.  You and Jerome can finish.”
 
    
 
   “I have had my fill also.  Enjoy your soup!”  Jerome called.  
 
    
 
   “Wizards!  They are the strangest of people.”  Khin’s laughter could be heard echoing from the other room.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  We found the blankets and sheets in the storage compartments.  Perhaps there is more to be found?  Some prepared food, or tools, or some working technology?” Cammarry asked.  “This old ship once was working.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we see the remnants of that technology everywhere.”  Jerome nodded toward the broken monitor which was on one wall.  “The destruction was fairly complete by the…. what did that Captain’s recording call them?  The insurgents?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” Sandie said from the com-links.  
 
    
 
   Jerome placed one of the com-links on his ear, and handed the other to Cammarry.  “Since we are up, we need to be connected.  I suspect we will be searching this apartment and then departing to find Khin’s people.  If that is what you want.”
 
    
 
   “I cannot sleep again, and it is probably roughly morning,” Cammarry answered with a grin.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, by the chronology we established, this is early morning.  So good morning to you both!”  Sandie chirped.  
 
    
 
   Jerome began his calisthenics routine.  While he stretched he said, “Mornings bring new opportunities, and opportunities are like a sunrise, if you wait too long you miss it.”
 
    
 
   “How many sunrises have you seen?”  Cammarry asked with a wink.  “We saw that sun as we were leaving the Earth and then we saw the red colored sun around which the planet circles.  Shall we count those as two sunrises?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we have seen two sunrises, and now we have a new day and new opportunities,” Jerome smiled back.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Would you assess the status here?  I mean, if I can find a working access port?”  Cammarry looked around.  
 
    
 
   “I saw one near the broken monitor, and there was another in the kitchen area.  I do not know if they are working,” Sandie stated.  “I am eager to explore, so plug me in!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked over to the broken monitor.  It was over a meter wide and oval shaped.  It originally had several control levers and knobs on one side of it, but those were smashed and there was a large crack in the clear permalloy of the monitor.  “Whoever wanted to ruin this was certainly determined.  The access port looks clear enough.”  Cammarry pulled out the retractable cable from the com-link over her ear and plugged it into the access port.  
 
    
 
   “Assessing the nonphysicality now,” Sandie the AI stated.  
 
    
 
   A brief moment later the artificial intelligence system reported back, “This section is in roughly the same condition that the previous three sections I investigate have been in.  There is minimal power.  The power systems which feed into the kitchen area are purely mechanical and without any oversight which I can trace.  The water system is also functioning on simple hydraulic pressure.  That water system is running via a tertiary control system which is non-sentient.  The nonphysicality section here is sequestered, isolated, and separate from any of the other sections we have explored.  I can find no ways to expand the status of this system, nor are there any systems which can be approached from this location.”
 
    
 
   “So again we see that the systems are broken,” Jerome observed.  
 
    
 
   Khin walked into the room.  “My mother told me that the world breaks everyone, not all get healed.  She told me many times, it is easier to build a strong child than fix a broken adult.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry was looking through the storage compartments, but found nothing of any use.  There were a few more sheets, a block of some plastic material, and a crumbled pile of what had once been paper.  None of it was usable.  
 
    
 
   “I will just use the toilet and then we can depart,” Jerome said.  As he walked past Khin he asked, “How long will it take to reach your people?”
 
    
 
   “As long as it takes.  We will arrive when we get there,” Khin laughed.  “You wizards are always so concerned with the future.  You ask when this?  When that?  When? When? When?”
 
    
 
   “So you are not sure when we will get there,” Jerome replied as he entered the toileting area.  The smell from the water in the tub was especially strong.  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed.  “If I knew what would happen between here and my people, I could tell you.  Maybe we will find treasure?  Maybe we will find a goat which needs to be milked?  Maybe some other thing will catch your attention and you will make us stop and look at designs on the walls, or open up closed doors, or seek out other spirit-ghosts?  Who knows?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry joined Khin in the front room of the apartment.  “Khin, can you tell me more about your people, please?”
 
    
 
   “Sure.  My people are those that raised me and taught me of the world.  My mother and father are part of my people,” Khin answered.  
 
    
 
   “What part of the ship do they live in?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “They live in the Goat People’s part of the world.  Where else would the Goat People live?”  Khin chuckled.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry shook her head and went into the toileting room after Jerome came out.  Jerome tried to get some more specific answers from Khin.  
 
    
 
   “Khin, what places will we see as we walk to where your people live?”
 
    
 
   “We will see all the places along the route, unless we close our eyes,” Khin replied.  “Do you plan to walk with your eyes closed?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Jerome answered.  “I was wondering if there are more places like the Graveyard of Dead Minds or places like that.”
 
    
 
   “There are wizard places, yes.  There is only one Graveyard of Dead Minds, but there are other places.  Some are sort of like that, others are not like that at all.  What kind of place do you want to find?  Are you changing the quest again?  I thought you wanted to meet my people?”  Khin was all smiles as he spoke.  
 
    
 
   “Well, being marooned here, we do need to learn as much as we can, and you have been helpful,” Jerome answered.  “Will your people teach us more about food preparation?  Sandie has information, but you have experience.  Together we can use those to better our situation and improve our lives.”
 
    
 
   “I will help you, as I have said.  You will need to ask the others if they will help you.  It is not for me to decide their fates.  Some might say yes, some might say no.  You will just need to ask them individually.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry emerged from the other room.  “I have my backpack and other gear.  I am ready to continue our journey.  Khin, please lead us to your people.”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” Khin answered. He activated the door and they stepped out into the hallway.  Like so much of the needle ship it was dimly lit and the floor was covered with the plant growth. The air was heavy with dew and a distinct odor was detected.  Small insects flew by.  “We will walk this way.”
 
    
 
   Khin led them on a twisting course through the corridors of the needle ship.  Some of the pressure doors showed visible damage, but most bulkhead doors, and compartment doors were shut and looked intact. They passed occasional open doors, beyond which were rooms mostly lit by the dim overhead glow.  Jerome felt the urge to explore as some of those rooms had equipment or technology visible, however, Khin never hesitated as he marched past.  They also made turns at some connecting passageways, but neither Jerome nor Cammarry could tell why Khin would turn when he did.  He seldom even looked into the open doorways, or down the other passages.   
 
    
 
   “Khin how do you recall where we are?  These passages all look very similar to me,” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Not to me.  I see many many differences.  As you can tell, we are on the main road now,” Khin answered.  “As wizards did you use the main road to travel to where I met you?  Or did you take the back alleys and routes less traveled?”
 
    
 
   “We came here in a vehicle,” Cammarry answered quickly.  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed.  “A wizard vehicle I suppose?”  He then broke into another fit of laughing.
 
    
 
   “Honestly, we came in a vehicle from outside.  Sandie, Jerome, and I came from Earth in a scout ship.  We are not originally from the Conestoga, but we are marooned here now.”  Cammarry bit her lip as she recalled her nightmare.  
 
    
 
   “All people are from this world, there is no other,” Khin stated.  “Unless you are calling the other places a different world?  Like last night we slept in that world of the apartment, and now we are in the world of the corridors.  Soon we will be in the world of the Goat People.  Is that what you mean?”
 
    
 
   “Khin, remember how the world shook?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are mighty wizards and I saw you shake the world.  Everyone in the world felt that, and now I can tell them I was there and saw the wizards shake the world.  Yes, I remember that,” Khin replied. 
 
    
 
   “Well, that was because the world, the Conestoga, the needle ship, whatever you wish to call this place, is a very large vehicle.  It is a vehicle which carries the people, the animals, the plants, and all the things around us,” Jerome explained.  “We came to the Conestoga in a small vehicle that carries only two people.  We came from a dead world far far away.  Our small vehicle connected to the world, and we set up our camp.”  Seeing the puzzled and bemused look on Khin’s face, he continued, “The Conestoga is much much larger than the small ship we came here in.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry jumped in and explained, “The Conestoga circles a different world, where we think some parts of the Conestoga landed.”
 
    
 
   Khin looked at them both.  His wide eyes were gleeful.  “More than one world!  That is a good story, but an impossible one.  There is by definition only one world, unless you call separate places in the world, their own little mini worlds.  But you are saying there is a dead world, where you came from.  You were there so it cannot have been dead.  That is funny.  Then you say you came in a small vehicle to this world, but that this world has parts that are broken off and on some other world?  How can the world be broken up?  So how many worlds are there?  You talk about three, but all three sound impossible.  A dead world with living wizards on it?  A world which breaks apart and has some parts go to a third world?  A third world that absorbs the parts of the second world?  And you say that third world has the second world spinning around it?  Yes, that is very funny.  The Old One might enjoy that joke.  He tells stories which are impossible too.”
 
    
 
   “Khin?”  Cammarry said in a quiet voice.  “How many rooms are there on the Conestoga?”  
 
    
 
   “Rooms?  Who can count so high as all that?”  Khin replied.  
 
    
 
   “Is every room the same?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “No, as you know yourself.  Why do you ask me about rooms?”  Khin had returned to walking ahead of them.  He gestured at an open doorway as he strolled past it.  “Look inside there and you will see that room is different than the room over there.”
 
    
 
   “Worlds are just like the rooms, only much much bigger,” Cammarry stated.  “No one knows how many different worlds there are, but I promise you I am telling you the truth that we came from a different world.  I admit it is not completely dead, there is one place where people are still living, Dome 17.  There are about fifteen hundred people waiting there for us. We came from there.”
 
    
 
   “We wanted to bring all those other people here to live,” Jerome said.  “That was our quest, but we could not make it work, so now we are marooned here.”
 
    
 
   “We are still trying to make it work,” Cammarry snapped.  “Sandie is working on the problem, and we will find a solution.”
 
    
 
   “What is fifteen hundred?  I know what fifteen is.  A hundred means the same as very many.  So what is fifteen more than very many?”  Khin asked, but did not turn around as he walked.  “Maybe you are telling me another joke?”  His laugh was a bit forced, but sincere.
 
    
 
   “No joke.  Fifteen hundred is…”  Cammarry paused as she realized that Khin did not have the mathematical skills to comprehend that large of a figure.  “It means many many people.”
 
    
 
   “You said you came in a vehicle.  If you came in a vehicle, a wizard machine, why not have all those others, those fifteen more than very many, come in machines too?”  Khin’s mirth was bubbling up now.  
 
    
 
   “We could not build enough vehicles to carry everyone, and we had a machine which would allow the people to just walk here.  Almost like walking between one room and another,” Jerome answered. “You saw us building that machine, back where the goats were.  The place we first met you.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed heartily and heavily.  He laughed so much he had to put a hand out and steady himself against the wall.  As he laughed he tried to speak, but the words were not understandable.  
 
    
 
   “Khin, we are telling you the truth,” Cammarry scolded.  
 
    
 
   “If you had a machine…..”  Khin gasped between laughs.  “A wizard tool that would allow you to walk from that world to this one…. Then why did you need a vehicle to come here?  What you claim is just too funny!”
 
    
 
   They walked onward in silence.  
 
    
 
   Finally, Khin spoke up.  “If I offended you wizards, I apologize.  My mother always said, ‘Ask forgiveness for your deed, keep the friends that you will need.’  So I ask your forgiveness.”
 
    
 
   “Nothing to forgive, Khin.”  Jerome waved Cammarry off from responding.  “You think our story is funny, and you said the Old One tells tales like that.  I would enjoy hearing his stories.”
 
    
 
   “You will hear them.  See that wall ahead?”  Khin pointed at where the corridor branched out and expanded into a foyer.  “That blue light on the wall will open a lift for us.  That is how we take a machine, a vehicle, and go down to the Goat People’s world.”  He spoke with a suppressed chuckle.  
 
    
 
   Neither Cammarry nor Jerome could see the blue light that Khin was pointing toward.  As they walked along they kept peering at the wall he had indicated.  When they got within roughly five meters, the blue light was visible, barely, and it showed the outline of a human hand.  
 
    
 
   Khin reached out to press his hand against the blue lighted symbol, when he stopped.  He stood absolutely still.
 
    
 
   “What is…” Cammarry began to ask, but Khin put up his hand indicating silence.  
 
    
 
   Khin sniffed.  
 
    
 
   Suddenly, with speed not seen before, Khin darted away and around a corner.  
 
    
 
   “Baaaa!  Maaa!  Ahhhhaaa!”
 
    
 
   “Goats?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Khin?  Where are you?”  Cammarry called.  
 
    
 
   They both sprinted along the path Khin had taken.  They rounded the corner, the floor still covered by the low plants, the lighting still the constant dim glow from the ceiling.  
 
    
 
   “Where did he go?”  Cammarry asked as she looked rapidly around.  The hallway stretched off into the distance in two different directions.  
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled his fusion pack out and activated the light.  The beam cut through the dimness and exposed many particulates which floated in the air.  
 
    
 
   “Mahh!   Ahhhhhhaeee!”  
 
    
 
   “He must be in there,” Jerome aimed the light at the sidewall where a panel was bent off to the side exposing an area behind it.  “Those animal noises are coming from in there.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry bent over and looked in as Jerome pointed his light into the space.  
 
    
 
   “Too bright!”  Khin called back.  “Wizard light hurts my eyes!”  
 
    
 
   Jerome turned off the fusion pack light.  
 
    
 
   Khin emerged from the small area, and in his hand he was holding a cord of leather.  The other end of the cord was looped around the neck of a goat that was bleating and fussing loudly against the cord restraining it.  
 
    
 
   “You have caught an animal,” Jerome said as he saw the goat. “Will it bite or attack you in anyway?” 
 
    
 
   “Goats do not attack!  This nanny has two little ones back there.  They will follow her, for they need her milk.  I could smell her and took the chance to catch her.  We will now have a gift for my parents when we get there.”
 
    
 
   The goat was verbalizing loudly with a kind of a trill and whine.  It was nearly all brown colored, with a rusty tone to its fur.  It also had two prominent horns which rose from its head in a gentle arc backward.  The horns were a deep gray color.  The fur around its eyes, nose, mouth, and covering both ears was lighter brown color.  
 
    
 
   “This one is different looking than the goats we saw before,” Cammarry observed.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, it comes from a different world!”  Khin laughed as he pulled the stubborn nanny goat along.  “Probably came in a vehicle.”
 
    
 
   “The babies!”  Jerome exclaimed as the two small kids leapt from the crawlspace.  “Adorable!”
 
    
 
   Each of the young goats was about half reddish brown and half white colored.  The white was over their hind parts, while the reddish brown covered the head, front shoulders, and upper legs.  All four feet were black along the distal third of the limb.  
 
    
 
   “Oh so cute,” Cammarry said as the kids trotted after their mother.  They were not as distressed as the nanny goat.  “What will you do with them?”
 
    
 
   “The mother is in prime condition for milking.  I could smell her status.  She will be added to our milking herd.  The twin kids will stay with her for a while longer, then be distributed to the others of my people,” Khin said with a huge smile “Finding a nanny goat is not often as easy as this.  Nor is simply catching one.  Our people are always on the lookout for nannies to help our milk supply.”
 
    
 
   “Do your people live in a land of milk and honey?”  Jerome asked as he recalled another old saying.  
 
    
 
   “Honey is very hard to acquire.  The bees defend their hives viciously.  Do you wizards know a safe way to get honey?  Some way to appease the bees?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the artificial intelligence system which had been monitoring the conversations as the humans traveled along responded, “There are honeybees on the Conestoga?  This is very exciting.  The honey bee was once prolific in the Earth’s biosphere, but the Honeybee Colony Breakdown Syndrome was a factor which led to other issues which were foundational to the Great Event.  Just knowing that the honeybee survived is a thrill.  It played an essential role in a multitude of plant lifecycles….”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, thank you, but we are not looking for birds right now,” Jerome said.  “We need to understand what to expect of Khin’s people.”
 
    
 
   “Pardon me, Jerome.  Honeybees are not a type of bird, they are an insect and it is very exciting to know they are part of this limited ecosystem which was hastily assembled.”  Sandie sounded very pleased with the news.  
 
    
 
   “Wizards and spirit-ghosts.  You are both so funny.  You ask about honey, but do not know about bees?”  Laughter followed his comments.  Khin led the still resisting nanny goat along and back around the corner.  He then placed his hand on the blue illuminated symbol, while keeping hold of the cord with the other hand.  
 
    
 
   The elevator doors hissed open and the light from the inside of the elevator spilled into the dim foyer.  The inside of the elevator was not coated in growth materials, nor were any plants growing inside of it.  It was one of the cleanest and most intact places Jerome and Cammarry had seen on the Conestoga.  In that way alone, it was surprising.  
 
    
 
   “Come along nanny,” Khin called as he led the reluctant goat into the elevator.  The goat locked its front legs stiff and pulled back on the leather cord.  Khin just swept in and tickled the goat somewhere on its abdomen, and it leaped up and into the elevator. 
 
    
 
   “Bleeeeeaaaaa!” the nanny goat cried out in wonder but not in pain.
 
    
 
   The twin kids rushed into the elevator and snuggled against their mother.  They were making bleating quiet sounds and other vocalizations as they leaned against their mother.  
 
    
 
   Khin waved quickly to Jerome and Cammarry who walked into the brightly lit elevator.  “It is like wizard lights in here, but we must tolerate that.”
 
    
 
   “It is refreshing to be able to see clearly,” Jerome said as he examined the control panel which ran vertically next to the door frame.
 
    
 
   Khin pressed a symbol which lit up as he did so.  “I read this.  It says it goes to where my people are.”
 
    
 
   The doors closed with a hiss, and there was a slight bounce as the elevator began to descend.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome looked at the column of buttons.  Each one had a different symbol on it, but none had actual writing.  The button that Khin had pressed was illuminated from behind it with a greenish glow.  The symbol on it was four black rings around a black square. The other symbols varied from a simple triangle on the button at the top, to a complex set of twisting lines, and many others, with a total of sixteen.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Are any of these symbols recognizable to you?”  Jerome asked.  “They seem either too vague or generic, or just unique to me.”
 
    
 
   The AI replied, “You make an astute evaluation, Jerome.  Well done.  For example, the first symbol at the top of the column is a triangle.  The triangle symbol is very generic.  In the database I have three-thousand-sixteen different interpretations of the triangle.  Of course, that number can be reduced by looking at the type of triangle.  An equilateral triangle, like on that symbol, with its apex pointing in a gravitationally upward direction has long held religious meaning.  Seventy-one percent of the meanings I have for that symbol are of a religious connotation.  For example, some sects of the ancient Egyptian pantheon, which predate the majority of the religions in my database, saw the equilateral triangle as representing three of their major deities: the God Horus, the sacred feminine Goddess Isis, and the powerful male God Osiris.  Some sects of the Christian faith viewed the three sides of the equilateral triangle as being representative of the Holy Trinity; God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.  Other religious groups also saw symbolic meaning in that exact same symbol.  Those groups can…..”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, thanks for the history lesson,” Jerome replied. “You know I love ancient writings and literature.  Is there…” 
 
    
 
   “How do we interpret these symbols in the context of being marooned on the Conestoga?”  Cammarry asked.  “I want to know what they mean here, today, in this context, not in some millennia-old dead society.”
 
    
 
   “Yes Cammarry, that is prudent and well-reasoned, but is a much more difficult task,” Sandie replied.  “However, there is hope!  Plug the cable into the access port and I will assess the nonphysicality from this location.  This is some of the most functional equipment we have encountered and I am expectant that we will learn more soon.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled the cable from the com-link and plugged it into the access port.  Just then the lift stopped its descent and the elevator doors opened.
 
    
 
   “Come along,” Khin said to the nanny goat which was eager to leave the elevator.  The twin kids frolicked after them.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry looked out over a large area.  It was lit by the dim, but common, illumination.  The room was at least one hundred meters wide, over twenty meters tall, and they could not see how far back it went.  It was the largest room they had yet seen on the Conestoga, surpassing even the Graveyard of Dead Minds.  Unrecognized noises, exotic smells, and odd sights assaulted Jerome and Cammarry as they looked out from the elevator.  
 
    
 
   “A settlement?”  Jerome asked in awe as his eyes scanned over the room.  “There are people all around.”
 
    
 
   “But listen,” Cammarry said.  “Really listen.”
 
    
 
   There was an order, or pattern, to some of the noise. The sounds were coming from the far end of the room, and they rang, or peeled, or resounded over the general noise of the area.  The sound was bright, twinkling, and melodious.  Neither Jerome nor Cammarry could immediately identify the source of the sounds, but it sounded like many individual strikes of somethings against cords or bells or strings.  
 
    
 
   “Music!?  I think that is music,” Cammarry said in delight.  “As in the old style, mechanical music.”
 
    
 
   Jerome added, “Yes, that is what I was thinking.  A piano I believe.”
 
    
 
   “I have made my assessment of the nonphysicality at this location,” Sandie stated form the com-link.  “There are fascinating findings, but I see we have more pressing matters right now.  You are both correct about the sound you are hearing.  My analysis is that it is coming from a mechanical musical instrument called a piano.   The melody is a variation on a work by Johann Pachelbel, circa 1700 which was commonly called the Pachelbel Canon in D Major.  The instrument is a vertical piano of the style known as a studio model.  From the sound produced, the piano is 123.76 centimeters tall and 148.11 centimeters wide, with a Bavarian spruce soundboard accented from a permalloy alloy.  The assembly was well crafted with very high-quality, premium-grade materials.  The pin-blocks along with the nose bolts and perimeter bolts are vibrating effectively secured….”
 
    
 
   “It is so pretty,” Jerome said.  “Is it a recording?”
 
    
 
   “Can it be a human playing something like that?” Cammarry said. “A person from the Conestoga.”   She was thinking about Khin, and could not imagine him playing an instrument.
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “It is live music, done by a human player, as the performance is not 100% accurate, but is very exceptionally well done.  I agree, it is beautiful.  The 220 strings are being used in such as way as to suggest a master pianist. Considering the fact that there are numerous other people you have now located, I suggest you step from the elevator.  I have made a complete survey of the available nonphysicality here, and can report on it after you deal with these people.  Interacting with them is a more urgent concern.  I remember how Khin first thought of me and still calls me a spirit-ghost. I will remain quiet, but will monitor what happens.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry continued to look over the scene before them.  They could not see the piano, but its music floated over the area.  Tents were standing in orderly fashion, tied together by leather straps.  None were the same size, but all looked to be of similar construction.  Most were a deep mottled blue color, but some were lighter and a few nearly black.  There were all kinds of boxes, shipping crates, storage bins, and other things stacked near to the tents.  There were also large vats of liquid, some with items floating on the tops, and others with sticks protruding up from the strange brew.  To one side there were animal skins hanging from a line.  Some of the skins still had fur, or hair on them, while others had been scraped clean.  
 
    
 
   “We found his people!”  Jerome exclaimed.  “These are the Goat People.” 
 
    
 
   “Music, and dead animals?  What kind of people are they?”  Cammarry asked herself.  
 
    
 
   The people heard Jerome’s and Cammarry’s words, so they turned and paid attention to the elevator.  They had ignored Khin when he and the three goats emerged, but now they looked more closely, squinting because of the bright light.  The people were looking out from their tents, or gazing up from the pots and vats they were working with to see who had spoken from the elevator which had just opened.  
 
    
 
   Several small children, dressed in garments just like Khin’s ran up and then stopped about five meters away.  As they looked toward the elevator, they shielded their eyes with their hands against the bright light.  Soon everyone nearby was staring at Jerome and Cammarry as they stood in the elevator.  
 
    
 
   Khin was walking away to the left quickly, calling out, “Mother!  Mother I have brought you some gifts!  I also was on a quest!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry unjacked the cable and it retracted back into the com-link.  She and Jerome stepped from the elevator.  As the doors slid shut, the brighter light from inside the elevator was extinguished.  The children put their hands down, and a few murmured, “Wizards” and “Why have they come?” and “That was so intense!”
 
    
 
   “Hello,” Cammarry said and raised her hand in greeting.  
 
    
 
   “Wizards?  They are really wizards!”  
 
    
 
   The children scurried away, partly giggling and partly in astonishment.  The youngest of the children were unsure what to do, but then ran off, copying the expression of their older comrades.  
 
    
 
   “And who might you be?”  A woman said as she waddled over toward Cammarry and Jerome. 
 
    
 
   “Are you…. Pregnant with a child?”  Jerome asked as he stared at her large abdomen which hung in front of her as she walked.  Her clothing barely covered over the expanse of her girth.  
 
    
 
   “I am not pregnant with goats!” the woman laughed. “Of course I am pregnant with a child.”  She patted her belly.  “This one will be along in about ten days or so, unless he comes like my first one and is late.  But who are you?”
 
    
 
   “You have borne children?  Physically gave them birth?”  Cammarry asked as she too was very surprised to see the pregnant woman.  
 
    
 
   “Now you see here,” the woman snapped.  “I am Elsa, and yes, I have children.  I have borne two boys and three girls but only one of the girls and one of the boys is here right now.  This one inside is probably another boy.  Did one of them cause some mischief?  Who are you and why are you here?”
 
    
 
   “I am Cammarry, and this is Jerome.  We came here with Khin.  It is a pleasure to meet you.”
 
    
 
   “Greetings.  So did you come from trading?  Khin was off on one of his wanderings.  He is my cousin. I know his parents.  His mother is named Majka, his father is Otau.  I do not know you.  Are you from the Fruit People?  Your speech and clothing are odd,” Elsa replied.  
 
    
 
   “We met Khin…”  Jerome began but was interrupted as Khin came sprinting up to them.
 
    
 
   “Cousin Elsa!  It is good to see you!  I made it back before your baby was born.  I see you met the wizards!  I was on a quest with them.  I brought a nanny goat and twin kids back, they are with my mother now.”
 
    
 
   Elsa hugged Khin from the side, as her abdomen did not allow her much other way to connect.  “Wizards?  I thought that wizards were just folklore and legends.”
 
    
 
   “No, Elsa, these are real wizards.  I saw them shake the whole world!”  Khin’ eyes were huge as he explained about what he had seen.
 
    
 
   “Well, that is quite a tale you have now.  I was sitting down on my bed when the world shook.  I thought the baby was coming early, that can be a bad thing.  Too many little ones come too early and when that happens, baby dies and the mother may very well die too.  I am fortunate to have living children.  Some of my cousins have lost all their babies.”
 
    
 
   “How terrible,” Jerome said.  “How very softly a baby can tiptoe into the world.  Almost silently, and they will sometimes stay but only a moment. However, the baby’s life will leave a permanent impression on the heart.”
 
    
 
   Elsa looked intently at Jerome.  “Have you lost a daughter or a son?”
 
    
 
   Jerome glanced at Cammarry. He was completely unsure how to respond or to even attempt to explain the vast number of ways things were different in Dome 17 regarding child conception, gestation, and incubation.  It was nothing like the primitive way these people procreated.  Instead he just stated, “I read about a mother named Wendy and her baby Nora, they lived long ago.  The baby died during childbirth.  The grief was immense and I never forgot about it.”
 
    
 
   Elsa nodded.  “Learning from others is important.  So you two do not have any children?”
 
    
 
   “No, we have no children.  So Elsa, where do you go to expel the baby?”  Cammarry asked.  “Will it require many doctors and other specialists?”  
 
    
 
   Elsa looked at Khin and said to him, “These must be wizards.  They are bizarre and speak in strange tongues.  Why did you bring them here?”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed.  “They took me on a quest.  They act in certain ways to test us.  They pretend to be like toddlers lost in the corridors, yet they also know many wizard things.  Could I just leave them alone?”
 
    
 
   Elsa then began to laugh, but after a few hearty chuckles she grasped her abdomen and then suppressed her humor.  “If I get to laughing too much I will wet myself.  Khin, you should take these wizards to the Old One.  Perhaps he will be able to relate more to their concerns and needs.”  
 
    
 
   A small child ran up and placed his arms around Elsa’s legs.  “Mother, come and help us play.”  The child was dirty, like every one of the Goat People they had seen.  Her hair was some shade of brown, but it was hard to tell in the dim light and with the grime that covered her.  Her eyes sparkled as she looked at her mother.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, my dear beloved, Sassa.  I will come and help you, but you know I cannot run like I used to,” Elsa replied as she bent down and kissed the top of the child’s head, unmindful of the state of her hair.  As she waddled away, she called back, “Thank you wizards for helping my cousin.  If you wish to place a blessing on my children, I would appreciate it.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled the medical kit from her backpack and trotted over to Elsa.  “This may be able to help.”
 
    
 
   The pregnant woman looked with apprehension at the medical kit in Cammarry’s hands.  Khin saw that look and nodded his own approval.  
 
    
 
   “Well, what does that do?”  Elsa asked.  
 
    
 
   “It is a medical kit that can treat diseases, injuries, and other conditions,” Cammarry stated.  She was unsure if Doctor Carolyn had designed the medical kit for primitive biological pregnancies, yet she felt the need to offer whatever help she could.  “All I will need to do is connect the two wires here to your skin.”
 
    
 
   The little girl, Sassa, watched with wide eyes, but said nothing more.  
 
    
 
   “You may proceed,” Elsa said, but very warily.  “If it will not harm me or my baby.”
 
    
 
   “The medical kit is designed to help with things, not to do any harm.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry connected the two wires, and hit the activate button.  A moment later the small screen scrolled out the assessment and diagnosis. ‘Adult female: pregnant, 37.87 weeks of gestation.  Nutritional status marginal.  Fetus: 2.18 kilograms, male, deficient in nutrition and physiologically delayed for gestational age.  Oral treatment strongly recommended.  Prognosis for both mother and baby are good, provided treatments administered at this time.  Mother should orally consume tablets during the next 12 hours.  Sustenance will pass through the placental barrier and nourish the fetus.’
 
    
 
   Seven chewable tablets slid out from the side of the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Jerome.  She was about to say something when he interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Elsa, we want to give you a gift of… this type of food.  These small foods are for you and your baby.  They will help make you and your baby strong,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry handed the tablets to her.  “Please eat these today.  They are for you.”
 
    
 
   Elsa looked at the tablets, and then at Khin.  
 
    
 
   “Their food has not much appeal, but they are strong and fit.  It is a blessing from the wizards!”  Khin said with a wide smile.  
 
    
 
   Elsa took the tablets and held one under her nose. “There is no smell.”  She touched it with the tip of her tongue.  “The taste is small, but safe.”  She then popped it into her mouth and chewed it up.  
 
    
 
   “Mother?  May I have some of that food?”  The child at her feet said. 
 
    
 
   Elsa went to hand the tablets to the child Sassa. 
 
    
 
   Khin intervened.  He gently took Elsa’s hand and guided the tablets away from the child.  “They are a blessing only for you.”
 
    
 
   Sassa began to cry softly.     
 
    
 
   “My dear,” Khin squatted down and looked directly into the child’s face.  “These wizards have given your mother a blessing, and it is for her and the new baby.  So you cannot have some of that.  However, I think if you asked Wizard Cammarry or Wizard Jerome to bless you they might do that.”  Khin turned his head and implored Cammarry with his eyes.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I would prefer for you to bless my little ones, rather than me,” Elsa said.  “They need it more.  Each new generation has it harder than the last.  May I give this to my child instead?”  She held up the chewable tablet.  
 
    
 
   “That is designed just for you and your baby.  But I would be pleased to check out your child,” Cammarry said.  “May I connect the medical kit to Sassa?”
 
    
 
   “It will give her a blessing?”  Elsa asked.  
 
    
 
   “It may….”  Cammarry hesitated.  “Let us see what it will do.  It will do not harm at all.”
 
    
 
   Elsa nodded, and Sassa stood very still as Cammarry connected the wires to her arm.  Pressing the activate button, the medical kit read out, “Female child, age 4 years, 9 months.  Marginal genetic health.  Below expected growth for age. Borderline nutritional deficits. Treatment suggested:  vaccinations, genetic support and realignment, and nutritional supplement.  Prognosis good.”
 
    
 
   Three red colored tablets slid from the side of the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   “Here, these are made especially for you,” Cammarry said as she handed the chewable tablets to the child.  Sassa was hesitant to take them, but when her mother took them and then placed them in her hand, she smiled. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Elsa replied and waddled away. 
 
    
 
   Some of the other people around were watching, but none drew close, and none said anything.  
 
    
 
   Khin looked on with amazement.  “You said you could not make food.  Now you are giving food to Elsa and Sassa?  Why not use the food for yourselves?  I know it is bite size, but your wizard machine could just keep making more, right?”
 
    
 
   “Khin, those are medications, not routine foods.  This makes items which cure sickness or injury,” Jerome said.  “We could not live off of the medical kit’s items.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed.  “You can cure sickness, but not make food?  That is so funny.”
 
    
 
   “It is not funny to someone who is educated,” an old voice said from behind Khin.  
 
    
 
   “The Old One?”  Khin said and turned around.  
 
    
 
   “You are not from these people,” the old voice said.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry both looked over to a thin man who was walking slowly toward them.  He was about the same height as Cammarry, which was taller than Khin, and he was wearing a faded green and red uniform.  His hair was bright white color, both poking up from his head, and from his unkempt beard.  His medium brown face was a mass of wrinkles, especially on his tall forehead.  His small eyes were hidden a bit by saggy eyelids, but they intensely looked out from below the white busy eyebrows.  He was the only person they had yet met who was wearing shoes.  
 
    
 
   “I am Jerome, and this is Cammarry.  We are very pleased to meet you.’
 
    
 
    “The music has stopped,” Cammarry remarked.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I am not playing my piano,” the Old One said.  “So you got the Reproduction and Fabrication Center running again, although I do not recall those specific uniforms.  How did you reconfigure the systems without an SB?”  The Old One asked.  
 
    
 
   “Old One?”  Khin said and gently placed his hand on the elderly man’s shoulder.  “These wizards sent me on a quest with them.  They are the ones who shook the whole world.”
 
    
 
   “Orbital adjustments rockets shook the ship, you young fool.  I forget your name,” the Old One said harshly.  “Do not call them wizards, or magicians, or any of your other young and naive nonsense.  They are technicians.  I forget their ranks, but is so good to know the flight crew is back in service.  So what is the status of the Conestoga and the habbies?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   3 The old one from where?
 
    
 
    
 
   The Old One stood there waiting for an answer.  His wrinkled face and faded uniform were witnesses of his advanced age, and Jerome was somehow reminded of Agnes in Dome 17’s elderly care unit.  
 
    
 
   “The Conestoga is now in a stable orbit,” Cammarry reported.  “There is much damage, and we are trying to find a way to communicate back to Earth.”
 
    
 
   “Whatever for?” the Old One asked.  His face screwed up even more and there were wrinkles upon wrinkles.  “Any signal will take years, no decades, to get back.”
 
    
 
   “We have equipment that can send messages in faster-than-light mode,” Cammarry replied.  “We just need to find a way to get past that Cosmic Crinkle that thrust us here.”
 
    
 
   “What nonsense are you talking about?  I know of no Cosmic Crinkle.  That is foolishness of the order of calling you wizards,” the Old One stated bluntly.  He turned to Khin, “Did you just find a cache of manufactured clothing and dress up some of those traders?  Are you trying to play a joke on me?”
 
    
 
   “No, Old One,” Khin replied.  “I would never try to deceive you.”  For once, Khin’s face was utterly serious.  “These people are wizards…. Excuse me, they are technicians who I met in a distant part of the world.  They were dressed like this when I met them.  They have a spirit-ghost, and they use all kind of wizard… all kinds of technology, is that the correct word?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, technology is a correct word, you dumb fool, but I am done talking to you.  Go away to your family now, and let me evaluate these people.  If I find you have lied to me, I will no longer teach you anything.  Now scamper away before I get truly angry.  You and all your fools!  Get away from me now!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Old One,” Khin replied and dashed away.  “We will all leave.  Sorry to have troubled you.”
 
    
 
   The few other people that were nearby rushed off as well.  They all had an unusual mix of fear and frivolity on their faces.    
 
    
 
   The Old One turned back to Cammarry and Jerome.  “Now, I have been here for a long long time, but my memory is clear on engineering issues.  Well, mostly clear.  Sometimes, it is bad, but not always.  Some days I can think, but others there is a mental fog.  However, I know there is no way to break the light-barrier.  That is why we have a generational colony ship in the first place.”
 
    
 
   “That was the conventional wisdom.  We thought that until recently as well.  Our Master Engineer Brink discovered a way to do it.  That is how we got here,” Cammarry replied.  
 
    
 
   “So this Brink fellow revived you from suspended animation?  I never could find the vault where the people in SA were housed.  I figured their brain died, and so they died too.  I know there is a repository, well there was supposed to be one, somewhere on the needle ship, should be holding 10,000 people.  I looked for years trying to find it, but could not.  I suspected some other members of the flight crew survived, but why did you wait so long to track me down?” the Old One asked.  
 
    
 
   “Well we just arrived here not too long ago,” Cammarry answered vaguely.
 
    
 
   “You came from a habbie?” the elderly man asked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome ignore the question. “I suspect your name is not Old One, so what should I call you?”
 
    
 
   “These fools around here call me that,” the man waved his arms around and turned in a circle.  “I try to educate and help them, but with so many systems gone, there is little I can do.  I am Cadet Danuja.  You can call me Danny.  That is what the flight crew called me back before the accident and the insurrection.   As recently revived sleepers, I suspect your man Brink informed you all about that.  Bad business that was.”
 
    
 
   “Brink is not on….”  Cammarry started to say, but Jerome interrupted her.  
 
    
 
   “Cadet Danny, please give us your report on the situation.  That way we can compare it to the information we already possess,” Jerome asserted.  “Start with the accident.  Where were you when that happened?”
 
    
 
   “Right.  Report.  It has been so long, I forgot about formal reporting.  Apologies offered.  I was in the forward observation station when the accident happened.  My training officer…  her name was….  I was in the bow’s observation…..or was it the common…. What was her name? From there I watched as the Conestoga encountered that wavy front.  The repulsors had no effect on it.  Then chaos broke loose.”
 
    
 
   “That was when you struck the Cosmic Crinkle,” Jerome affirmed.  “Continue your report, Danny.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir.  The main power systems crashed.  Life support was reignited, and the astrogation systems went haywire.  We buttoned up our station and made for the muster positions as the Captain called for general quarters.”  The Old One, Cadet Danny, then suddenly squatted down and began to weep bitterly. Snot ran from his nose as he cried intensely.  “Her name?  I cannot remember her name…. she was so nice to me…. Until they killed her, and I cannot even remember her name.  I want to remember her name!” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry placed her hand on his shoulder, and Jerome said kindly, “Take your time, we are in no rush, and you are in no trouble at all.”
 
    
 
   “No trouble at all?”  The elderly man sobbed.  “The whole ship went crazy.  I knew it was a catastrophe when I heard there was a solar system dead ahead. The Captain got us into an approach vector, but….”  Danny cried uncontrollably.   After a few long and awkward minutes he wiped his eyes and nose on the sleeve of his uniform and composed himself a bit.   “How long has it been?  How long?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Jerome.  “We estimate something like seventy years.”
 
    
 
   “That long,” the crying resumed and Cadet Danny just lay face down on the floor.  His tears fell into the plant growth.  “My whole life, here at this emergency muster station.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry patted his back. “What was this place?”
 
    
 
   He rolled over.  “This was the grand hall, a dining place for the flight crew.  I was the only crewman who made it back here when the insurrectionists… insurgents… criminals attacked.  I put everything here on manual, as the emergency procedures dictated.”   
 
    
 
   “Where did the people come from?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   The Old One, sat up and wiped his face.  He then got shakily to his feet.  “You cannot be flight crew.  Hallucinations be gone.  Quit haunting me!”
 
    
 
   “We are real and are here,” Cammarry said.  “We need your help to understand.”
 
    
 
   The Old One walked away, ignoring the comments from Jerome and Cammarry.  They followed him as he walked past the numerous tents, and around the pots of liquids, and the stretched out animal skins.  He walked toward the far corner of the grand hall.  There the piano stood, at an angle from the wall.  The corner where it was did not have any growth medium, or plant life growing on it.  It was raised up one step, and had the piano, its bench, and several clean chairs.    
 
    
 
   The piano was a rich and warm golden-brownish color with some kind of pattern of swirls in the material out of which it had been made.  It gleamed with luster even in the dim light.  The Old One, sat at the bench and began to play.  His old fingers nimbly moving along the keyboard.  The white and black keys responding to his touch.  “Without my piano I have no life.  I would not know how to live.  I would not know what to do with my hands.”
 
    
 
   The music was slow and relaxing, and the stress on his face washed away.  The tune was beautiful as both his hands worked in concert making harmonies and melodies complimenting each other.    
 
    
 
   “This is different than what you played before,” Jerome said.  “If music be the food of love, play on.”
 
    
 
   “A hallucination that knows music, and Shakespeare?”  The Old One muttered.  “I suppose my mind is truly going this time.  Me thinking some flight crew had survived, or that people from suspended animation had been revitalized.”  He rocked gently back and forth with the music as his arms and hands flowed smoothly over the piano’s keys. “Music take me away.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, can you assist here?”  Cammarry asked quietly.
 
    
 
   “I am unable to accurately identify the music that is being played.  It bears a strong resemblance to a fragment in the records that is labeled as ‘Ivory Dreams’ but about which I have no other knowledge or information.  It is possible that the fragment and what is being played come from the same composition,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   The Old One stopped playing.  He tilted his head to the side a bit.  His hands hovered in the air over the keys. 
 
    
 
   Jerome carefully placed a hand on his shoulder.  “Danny?  Cadet?  We are really here, but we are not what or who you think we are.  We are real people, not hallucinations, nor are we from your flight crew.  May we talk about all that is happening?  We need your help.”
 
    
 
   “An SB?  You have access to a brain?”  The Old One asked.  “I heard a mechanical voice. It was advanced technology.  I am certain it was a synthetic brain.  You called it Sandie?  I would never name a synthetic brain Sandie, what a stupid name.  You must not be figments of my imagination.  You have links to a brain?  How did that SB survive?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Sandie is our companion, and yes she is an artificial intelligence system,” Cammarry said.     
 
    
 
   “Is this another hallucination?  A trick?  Am I mad or delusional?  Am I dead and not aware of it?”  
 
    
 
   “No, we are really here,” Jerome repeated.  “Khin brought us here.  Your music is beautiful.”
 
    
 
   “I have played since I was….” Danny, the Old One, halted. “I have played since… well as long as I can remember.  That was one reason I applied for the Cadet posting.  So I could continue to study music, along with all the other studies at flight academy.  Only the best and brightest from the habbies were allowed to become Cadets.  I was fourteen when I came from Habitat Eight, was it called that?  Eta?  Eight?  Wait?  My hometown was called?  Oh dear me, I… well I came here from a habbie and was accepted into the academy’s training program.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled one of the chairs over and sat down.  “I want to know more about you; do I call you Danny or Old One or Cadet?”
 
    
 
   “These fools living here call me Old One, but you can call me Danny,” he replied.  He then set his hands down on the piano keys and began to play again.  “The music clears my head, and helps me not to remember the horrors of my life.  I hate what has happened.  In music I can escape to the time before the insurrection.”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI spoke up through the group audio aspect of the com-link.  “Danny, I am Sandie.  I am very pleased to make your acquaintance.  I will answer any questions you pose, if I can.  Yes, I am what you might call a synthetic brain, or even the obsolete and antiquated term, a computer. However, I prefer the designation of artificial intelligence for my race.  I would be glad to call you my friend.”
 
    
 
   “If you can identify this song, I will know you are not a hallucination,” Danny said and began to play.  The music took a bit of a dramatic turn with deeper low notes.  It built up and reached into the higher notes as it sped up.  After about two minutes the music was loud and crashing and Danny hands were zipping along the keys as he pounded down.  
 
    
 
   He then quit.  He halted abruptly and stopped in a manner that sounded unfinished.  “Can you name that music?”  He folded his arms over his chest.  
 
    
 
   “I am comparing it to my database,” Sandie replied.  “It is Edvard Grieg’s ‘In the Hall of the Mountain King’ with some slight variations.  You performed it very well.  However, you quit 64% through the piece.  Is that correct?”
 
    
 
   Music then came out of the com-links.  It was a recorded piano song and sounded very similar to what Danny had been playing.  It began at the point where Danny had ended, and proceeded along to a satisfying conclusion.
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes, yes.  You are correct,” Danny cried and covered his face.  “I never memorized the final parts of that music, yet you played it.  You cannot be from my mind.  You must be real.”
 
    
 
   “We are not hallucinations, but are real people.”  Jerome carefully hugged the old man.  “We need to learn how to survive on the Conestoga, and you can help us.  This is our home now, and you know how to make it work.”
 
    
 
   Danny turned and nestled into the hug.  “Nothing much works now.  They came and killed all the brains.  How did yours survive?”
 
    
 
   “We were not here,” Cammarry said.  “So Sandie was safe.  Who came?  Why did they do so much destruction?”
 
    
 
   “You were not here?  Of course, you were in suspended animation, but your brain?  Your SB?  Habbie people came.  Angry, terrified, ugly people.  The accident….  Nothing much works,” Danny replied with a faraway look in his old eyes.  He turned back to the piano and began to play a soft and placid melody.  As he played he spoke.  “The main kitchen back there has water, and basic power, but no automation.  The plants and animals are here now, but were not when things were working.  Never were supposed to be animals on the needle ship.  Animals and plants in habbies only…Is that right?  I forget.  The insurrectionists came and killed the flight crew.  Blamed us for the accident. They blamed us, yes they did.  I was here at this muster station.”  His hands shook a bit and he hesitated then began playing, then paused.  He took several deep breaths and then continued both playing and talking.  “Got a last message from the Captain, then the storm of dirt came.  I thought that would kill the rest of us, but it just settled in on most everything.  Plants grew in it.  Then animals came.  I thought, well, I thought about trying to go back to Habitat Eight, was it Habitat Eta?  I did not abandon my post…. I did not….. Habitat Eta, or Eight, Ate?  It does not matter, it was already gone, saw it on the monitors… all the habbies being jettisoned.  I saw that before they crapped out… nothing works now.”
 
    
 
   “Danny, how can we get a signal through?  Where is the communication equipment?  We need to find a way,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   “Dumb, dumb, dumb.  No way.  All the brains are kaput, killed, murdered, destroyed!”  Danny grew quite agitated.  “I told you that, you fools.  No such thing as faster-than-light communications, there is nothing like that.  Leave me alone!  No more SBs! Only brains around now are in the habbies, maybe.   The habbies are all gone, so no brains.  No SBs to organize anything.  No SBs to fix anything.  Just me, and the fools around here.  No more SBs!”
 
    
 
   “The artificial intelligences are in the habitats?” Cammarry asked with sudden interest.  “Is there a way to communicate from here to those systems?  Did they make planet fall?  How can we converse with those systems, those, synthetic brains?  We need to find a way to connect back to Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “Leave me alone!”  Danny muttered.  He then closed his eyes and continued to play the piano.  The music was soft and mellow, with some interesting discordance.  “The music sooths me.  The music soothes me.”
 
    
 
   “You will tell me what I want to know, and tell me now!”  Cammarry said in a low and threatening voice.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked in shock to Cammarry.  She started to say more, but he reached out and touched her on the arm.  “We should leave him be now.  Perhaps another time we can ask him for help.”
 
    
 
   “I must know!”  Cammarry snapped back.  “Or have you forgotten that all those people in Dome 17 need to be rescued?  Do you just want them to die?”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled back a bit, surprised at the vehemence of Cammarry’s outburst.  “You know I wanted to save them.”
 
    
 
   “Wanted, but do not now?  We can still save them, if we can get connected.  I am not ready to be a quitter!”  Cammarry yelled as she turned away from the old man playing the piano, and from Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?”  Jerome said quietly.
 
    
 
   She stomped away.  
 
    
 
   Jerome hesitated a bit and then took a couple steps after her.  
 
    
 
   “Chickens.  Yes, chickens might help.  A broadcasting link from a shuttle might connect to a habbie, if you could find a shuttle.  If an SB exists still, maybe?  Engineering is at the stern.  Chickens?”  Danny mumbled as he continued to play.  “Engineering has shuttles, maybe.  Maybe shuttles have working broadcast-able links, maybe.  Maybe talk to a habbie.  If someone is there to talk to, maybe? Must pass chickens and those idiots.  Maybe hallucinations, or maybe not?  Probably hallucinations, but they knew music.  How?  Chickens are all over.  All SBs are dead.  Dead as chicken bones, but maybe?  Hall of the Mountain King?  But a shuttle might help them, maybe.”
 
    
 
   Jerome listened.  He then spoke quietly, “Sandie?  Would the medical kit help this man?”  
 
    
 
   The AI replied, “There is a strong potential for help, depending on the level or causes of his dementia. You would need to connect the leads to his head, on either side.  He may not allow that.”
 
    
 
   “I heard that SB you call Sandie again,” Danny replied.  “Sandie, what a stupid name for a synthetic brain.  Sandie sounds like a dancer or entertainer, not a brain.  Fools, chickens, goats, and hallucinations.  I need my music. What harm can a hallucination do to me?”
 
    
 
   Jerome considered using the medical kit immediately, but was worried about Cammarry.  He raced after her.  “We can use the medical kit on that old man, Danny.  Cammarry?  Cammarry?”  
 
    
 
   He caught up to her a few tent rows over and near a large goat skin which was hanging to dry.  The smell from the skin was pungent, and the tents obscured the view back to where the Old One and the piano were located.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I am so sorry for being mean to you.  Please forgive me,” Cammarry said as she reached out to him.  “I said very angry things.  I was wrong.”
 
    
 
   Jerome wrapped his arms around her.  “The stress is terrible, and we are both overwhelmed.  All is forgiven.  Shall we try the medical kit on that Cadet Danny?  It might clear his mind and heal whatever is causing his problems.  Then we can ask him for more details.”
 
    
 
   “Certainly.  That is a great idea.  Thanks for your forgiveness,” Cammarry replied.  “But I do not hear his music anymore.”
 
    
 
   Hand in hand they rushed back and found the piano bench was empty.  Danny, the Old One, was missing.  The elderly man who had once been an aspiring Cadet was gone.
 
    
 
   “Danny?”  Jerome called.  “Danny?  Where are you?”
 
    
 
   “Danny! I am sorry I spoke harshly to you!”  Cammarry yelled.  “I apologize for being that way.  Come back, please.”
 
    
 
   There was no answer, even though their voices echoed across the room.
 
    
 
   “Where did he go?”  Cammarry asked.  “This is my fault. I pressed too hard.”
 
    
 
   There came a laugh from near one of the tents.  “You did nothing wrong.  The Old One is always like that.  He is unpredictable.”  Khin was chuckling as he spoke.  “Sometimes he will tell a long and complicated story.  Sometimes he rants.  Sometimes he sits in quiet.  Sometimes he just sits and plays his old noise machine.  He is the Old One.  That is how he is.”
 
    
 
   “Khin?  He said something about shuttles in engineering,” Jerome related.  “Can you lead us there?”
 
    
 
   “I can, but will I?”  Khin laughed.  “You just got here.  I was going to show you how to make cheeses, and how to milk a nanny goat.  Others here can teach you about tanning leather, and preserving meat for a journey.  I thought that is what you wanted, to know how to make foods.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, what do you mean about a shuttle in engineering?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome explained the brief conversation he had with Cadet Danny, the Old One regarding the shuttle and engineering. 
 
    
 
   “You think he meant we could make a connection?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI answered.  “I can replay his exact words if you so desire.”
 
    
 
   “No need, what is your assessment?”  Cammarry replied.  
 
    
 
   Sandie continued.  “The man called Danny is obviously mentally ill, probably suffering from some forms of dementia, and exhibiting signs of severe post-traumatic-stress.  He assumes each and every artificial intelligence system on the needle ship was destroyed, but we know of that tertiary system, Cabta 3F which survived.  I have been unable to make contact with that system.  That being acknowledged, Danny’s assertion may be functionally correct, as we have yet to see any other working sentient Conestoga systems.  I conjecture that his somewhat incoherent comments do reflect legitimate potentials.  Shuttles are known to have been used on the needle ship, although the two gigs which we have assessed so far did not have functional communication equipment.  I resurveyed them after Danny’s revelation.  The communication apparatus on each of them was destroyed.  I am unable to ascertain when that happened, but it was roughly the same time as the growth material was distributed. The engineering section would be a logical location for a shuttle.  I suggest we proceed to that location, after you gather the needed supplies.”
 
    
 
   “Your spirit-ghost Sandie suggests another quest?”  Khin chortled. “The Old Man is hiding. Might not see him for days and days.  He knows too many hiding places, and how to open up doors.  Like you, he can read!”  Khin found that last comment especially funny and he held his side as he laughed vigorously.   
 
    
 
   “If we can find a shuttle, that might allow us to contact Dome 17 and save our people,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   Jerome put his hand on her shoulder.  “Cammarry, we are in this together, but we did just arrive here.  We have no idea how far away the engineering areas are, nor the condition of the ship between here and there.  This will take some planning, and some preparation.  The needle ship is something like 200 kilometers long, and I doubt it is a straight path to our destination.”
 
    
 
   “We are already way far behind schedule,” Cammarry argued.  “This might be the final chance, and we need to leave as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
   Sandie added in, “The readings taken show that the needle ship is 206.129 kilometers long when measured along its central body.  I have been estimating your position as you have progressed.  You are now 34.47 kilometers from the bow, and therefore a significant distance from the stern.  From the scout ship’s scans, the engine section was estimated to be…”  
 
    
 
   “Khin has not even agreed to lead us there,” Jerome interrupted.  “Besides, in all that area, we do not know where engineering is even located.”  
 
    
 
   “Then we go alone.  We can find it.  We made it to the Conestoga, right?”  
 
    
 
   Jerome turned to Khin, “How long will it take to get to engineering?”
 
    
 
   “Things always take as long as they take.”  Khin laughed.  “So you do want to start yet another wizard’s quest!  Well, I am not exactly sure what the Old One means by a place called engineering.  I know where the Fruit People live, and where the Chicken People live.  I know some places like the Graveyard of Dead Minds, the Land of Bad Air, The Burning Netherworld, and others, but engineering is just an Old Man myth.”
 
    
 
   “So you cannot help us anyway,” Cammarry said dismissively.  Jerome, we should just leave now.  We will find it on our own.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, if we do this alone, we are looking at searching an area something like 500 square kilometers, with very little support or equipment.  We need Khin and the other indigenous people to help us.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed.  “In Dig In Us?  What does that mean?  I know the Goat People, the Fruit People, and the Chicken People, but who are the In Dig In Us People?”  His laughter was bright and sparkling.  “Another major people group?  There are wizards, thieves, and some others who wander, but is this another major people group?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned away in anger. Khin’s humor was growing as stale as some of the air.  
 
    
 
   “Khin, will you help us find the place? We will need food and guidance. If you do not know where engineering is, maybe we can get that old Danny to tell us?  Or the other people might know where we can find engineering or a shuttle,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes,” Khin giggled.  “I will take you.  We will need to first get supplies of food.  I wanted to teach you about cheeses and dried meats and how to make them.  But that can happen another time, yes?  So we journey to meet the Fruit People, they live in the middle of the world, while the Chicken People live at the far other side of the world.”
 
    
 
   “Excuse me?”  A woman said as she peeked around a tent.  “Elsa said some wizards were here, and that they were offering blessings to children. I came here to ask a blessing.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry turned and looked at the woman.  She was even thinner than the others they had seen, and her age was hard to determine.  She was not a child, nor did see seem to be elderly, yet she carried herself in a weary manner.  Her dark hair hung downcast, in a way that matched her oblong eyes.  She stepped forward and a child was holding her hand.  
 
    
 
   “Hello.  I am Jerome and this is Cammarry.  How can we help?”
 
    
 
   The child had his head turned into his mother’s legs.  He was grasping the goatskin pants she was wearing.  He had only three fingers on each hand, and his legs were bowed in an obviously painful manner.   “It hurts me.”  
 
    
 
   “I am Renata; this is my son Clark.  Can you give him a blessing?” the woman pleaded.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled out the medical kit and walked toward the woman and her child.  She squatted down next to him and pulled out the wires.  
 
    
 
   “I will just need to touch Clark with these.  It will not hurt him,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   Renata nodded.  Clark turned to face them, and the anxiety and nervous tension in his face was severe.  “It hurts me.”
 
    
 
   “He says that almost all the time,” Renata stated.  
 
    
 
   After connecting the wires, Cammarry activated the diagnostics.   A moment later the medical kit’s screen read out.  ‘Child with severe congenital defects.  These could have been prevented with proper gamete compatibility prior to conception.  Also significant trauma damage to nerves in legs.  Condition irreversible.  No corrective treatment possible.  Palliative cares offered.  Inject into any major muscle group.  Prognosis, no recovery.  Long term pain management will be enhanced by injection.’   
 
    
 
   Neither Jerome, nor Cammarry read aloud the assessment’s dire findings.
 
    
 
   A syringe slid out of the side of the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   “Trauma like Willie’s arm?”  Jerome asked as he nodded at the child’s legs.  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Cammarry replied as she thought of the Quartermaster back in Dome 17 whose arm had been in a sling for as long as she could recall.  
 
    
 
   Jerome took the syringe as Cammarry unhooked the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   “What blessing can you wizards offer my Clark?”  
 
    
 
   “This medicine will help,” Jerome said.  He placed the syringe against the child’s bare shoulder and the injection was administered.  Jerome expected the child to jump or make some kind of response, but he did not.  
 
    
 
   Jerome put the empty syringe back into the slot on the medical kit so it would be de-atomized and recycled.  
 
    
 
   “Momma, it does not hurt so much,” Clark said and lifted his eyes to meet his mother’s.  
 
    
 
   Tears of joy ran down her face.  She grabbed him up in her arms and rushed away.  As she did, she turned briefly and called over her shoulder.  “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “But we did not save that child,” Cammarry said with trembling lips.  “He is not cured.”  
 
    
 
   “We did what we could, where we are, with what he have,” Jerome recited.  “That is the best any of us can ever do.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   4 The Shadow
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Khin found them a usable apartment not too far from the dining hall.  It had some running water, and a serviceable toilet.  The kitchen was destroyed, but the bed was relatively free from fungal growth.
 
    
 
   “This is where you can sleep, or whatever you need to do,” Khin said.  “There is always some kind of food available in the dining area, near where the music is played.  Can you find your way back there?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Cammarry snapped.  “I will not be here long anyway.”
 
    
 
   “If you come to a wire fence blocking a hall, do not open it.  The goat herds are in those halls, and when they get loose it is hard to catch them again.  So keep the fences closed,” Khin chuckled.  “I am going to spend time with my father and mother and see if they will give us food for the next quest.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Khin.  Good fences make good neighbors,” Jerome called after him as he trotted down a hallway.  
 
    
 
   Khin’s laugh echoed from the corridor.  The single word, “Wizards” was part of that mirth.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry set her backpack down near the bed.  “Sandie?  Any connections back to Dome 17?”
 
    
 
   “No.  There is no change in that status,” the AI reported.  
 
    
 
   “Are you even trying?” Cammarry said sarcastically.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am still scanning for the signal.  I am running conjectures on how to overcome the Cosmic Crinkle, and I am doing further assessments on our exact astrological location.  I have made no progress in any of those areas, but I will inform you when I do,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Will it over tax you if you also assess the nonphysicality from here?”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!  There is no need to be so rude and irritated,” Jerome intervened.  “This is difficult for all of us.”
 
    
 
   “So what?”  Cammarry snapped. “You want to just quit and sit around playing some ancient musical instrument?  I am not giving up.  Sandie, assess the nonphysicality here and find me something that will help us.”
 
    
 
   “I am happy to assist,” Sandie replied, ignoring the meanness.  “Please connect the cable into an access port.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled the retractable cable out and inserted it into an access port near the door to the apartment.  Nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   “Well?”  Cammarry snapped.  “What did you find?”
 
    
 
   “I found that this access port is not functional.  Please try another one,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pressed her lips tightly together and yanked the cable from the wall.  She looked around and found another access port next to a broken monitor on the other wall.  “Try this one.”
 
    
 
   “It is functional.  I am entering the nonphysicality now,” Sandie said.  A moment later the AI stated, “This section of the nonphysicality is also segmented away from the others.  There is an interesting finding here.  There is a power line which runs through this apartment and to a small place forty meters down the hall and around a corner.  The schematics show a limited amount of information about that other locality.  That place has an identification as an Emergency Supply Rescue Cabinet.  Links and couplings from that location appear to branch to other locations, however, from this spot there is a nonphysical chasm which I cannot cross to do further assessments.  I only have a shadowy sense of what lies in that Emergency Supply Rescue Cabinet.  There is a list labeled, ‘standard ESRC equipment’ which I can read from this distance.”
 
    
 
   “So tell me what you found,” Cammarry snapped.  “It is about time you helped us.”
 
    
 
   Jerome took in a deep breath and refrained from criticizing Cammarry.  Instead he said, “While you two investigate those things, I will remove the dim lighting in the ceiling of the bedroom to make for a more pleasant night’s sleep.  We will not be successful in anything unless we get proper sleep and food.  When that happens we can continue onward.”  He walked away who Cammarry did not reply.
 
    
 
   “The ESRC is said to contain the following as standard equipment: ‘Fire suppression equipment, first-aid supplies, a vibration saw, a pocket tool kit, a level B console’.  I also found reference to ESRCs potentially having a ‘backup special control panel’ behind them,” Sandie stated.  “I cannot tell from here what is in that specific ESRC.  Shall we check it out?”  Sandie’s bubbly optimism continued, despite the way Cammarry was acting.  
 
    
 
   “Of course!  Anything we can find that will help us.  We need to punch a signal through, and we must find some way to do that.  That crazy old man said a shuttle might have the equipment needed.  Sandie?  I am sorry for being angry.  I just wish we had connected back to Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, our inability to do that is tragic and difficult,” Sandie replied.  “As you exit this apartment, turn right, and follow the hall for ten meters.  The ESRC will be on your right.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry, not saying anything to Jerome, unjacked the com-link and left the apartment. In the hallway Cammarry pulled out her fusion pack and activated the light. The bright beam cut through the gloom of the dimly lit corridor.  She walked about twenty meters and encountered a fence.  The hallway was the typical style of the Conestoga, covered by the growth medium with short plants growing on the floor.  The walls were dull with marks of stains where water had run out of the open ventilation ductwork.  The wire fence was about a meter and a half high, and woven into a mesh with spaces about three fingers square.  On one side of the dim corridor the wire fence had been welded to several spots on the wall.  At the other side, the fence mesh was butted up against the wall, and several heavy and thick wires wrapped around metal rings which were set into the wall.  Cammarry unhooked the heavy wire from the rings and pulled back on the mesh.  It moved easily enough, and she continued into the hallway.  She did not shut the fence behind her.  
 
    
 
   Reaching the corner, the hallway separated into a Y at a junction.  She took the right hand corridor.  “Sandie, I do not see anything like what you described.  What should I look for exactly?”
 
    
 
   The AI answered, “I am not sure.  You are within one meter of the location, as perceived in the nonphysicality.  I do not have any way of predicting how it will look from your point of view.”
 
    
 
   “I do!”  Cammarry exclaimed.  She set the fusion pack down and adjusted its light which illuminated the area.  She reached forward and brushed hard against the wall.  Some growth medium slid off, and revealed a black letter R.  With vigorous rubbing and brushing, Cammarry revealed the front surface of a cabinet door.  It was labeled with ESRC in black on the dull lighter colored door.  Some parts of the lettering had yellow around them, which had once outlined the whole perimeter of the label.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled a multi-tool from her belt pouch.  She opened a small permalloy blade and began to dig the gunk out of the seam around the door.  “I do not see a handle or lever of anyway to open this.”
 
    
 
   “It may be automated,” Sandie answered.  “In an emergency, it might come open, or there may have been a remote control method of opening it.”
 
    
 
   “That is really dumb if it is for emergencies,” Cammarry remarked.  “But the corrupted state of this old ship leaves a lot to be desired.  I do not see any access ports, but there might be one under this grime and grit.”  She continued to dig at the seam, and then pushed in on the side of the door.  A small panel opened a fraction.  “Found it!”
 
    
 
   “An access port?”  Sandie asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  The manual controls to open this thing.”  Using the blade, Cammarry forced that panel to move and inside it was a yellow lever.  She pulled down on that and with an unexpectedly loud pop, the ESRC door swung open, and the yellow handle broke off and fell to the deck.
 
    
 
   Inside there were three shelves, about thirty centimeters deep.  On the lowest shelf was a wound up hose which was connected to the back wall of the box.  The red colored hose was marked ‘Fire Retardant’.  Next to that was an antique vibration saw with a set of interchangeable blades.   Cammarry recalled the far superior molecular torch in her backpack and dismissed that old tool.  The center shelf had a green colored box which Cammarry took out and opened.  Inside were gauze bandages, some stainless steel scissors, and several vials of some kind of liquids.  Looking at the labels, she saw that they were antiseptics and topical medications.  The top shelf had a number of small brown boxes all stamped with ‘Emergency Rations’ which Cammarry examined more closely and realized were some kind of food.  The cartons which held them were tiny suspended animation containers, and the food inside might still be safe to eat.  She broke the seal on one of the boxes, and a fresh, warm, and enticing smell struck her nose.  
 
    
 
   “It is food,” Cammarry said to herself. “Food in suspended animation, but now ready. It has to be better than those cheeses of Khin.”  
 
    
 
   “That looks to be a food that was called, hash, if I am identifying it correctly,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   “It has a strong taste, but not too excessive.”  Cammarry finished eating the hash from its container, and then set the empty down.  She packed all the other food packages into her backpack.  After they were stored away, she then examined the rear of the cabinet.  There was a sliding lever which she activated, and the shelves folded down and made a sort of frame around the hose.  Then the back of the cabinet slid down and revealed a nine section color control pad.  All nine sections were brightly lit up.  Next to that was an access port. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie, we finally are getting somewhere,” Cammarry said as she pulled the cable out and jacked it into the port.  
 
    
 
   “Assessing the nonphysicality,” Sandie said.  “The security code here on this color pad is blue, green, green, white, blue, yellow.  It looks as if there is another compartment behind this one.  That code will allow you to gain entrance to that compartment.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Cammarry replied and punched in the access code sequence.  
 
    
 
   “Maaaaaa!  Yeeeoooo!  Baaaaaeee!” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry jumped!  Several loud goats were bleating right behind her.  Three full grown goats leaped around her and one butted her from behind very aggressively.  She fell forward as well as leaping in an attempt to get away.  The compartment at the rear of the ESRC also opened at that same moment and her arm fell into the area behind.
 
    
 
   “Youch!”  Cammarry yelled as something slashed down on her arm.  It cut through her tough radiations absorbing material clothing and sliced a deep gash in her forearm.  
 
    
 
   “Implantation complete,” a very strange voice said.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry jerked her arm out of the cabinet, and as she pulled away, the com-link on her ear fell off as the cable was wrapped around some of the items on the shelves.
 
    
 
   The goat rammed her again as she plopped down onto the plant covered floor.  
 
    
 
   “Go away!” Cammarry screamed as she struck out at the goat.  Blood was pouring from her injured arm.  
 
    
 
   “Grrrrrr.”  A deep throated and rumbly noise came from the com-link.  
 
    
 
   The goats all stopped short and stared.  
 
    
 
   Then a loud, ear piercing bay came from the com-link followed by another growl and a very loud howl.  “Yowlllleee!   Harruuuwwleeee!!” 
 
    
 
   The goats fled in terror.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I see you are injured,” Sandie said, her voice replacing the mean sounding animal noises that had been emanating from the com-link.  “Please place direct pressure on the wound and use a gel pack.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry used her uninjured arm’s hand to squeeze down hard on the injury.  That stanched the blood flow.  As she did that, she used her injured arm’s hand to grab the medical kit.  It was awkward, but she was able to get it out and pulled one of the packs of trauma gel from the side of it.  Ripping the trauma gel package open, she spread that on the injury.  It immediately sealed and sterilized the wound. 
 
    
 
   “That looks like a very good immediate response,” Sandie said.  “Can you explain what happened?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Cammarry replied as she watched the trauma gel harden.  “I got struck from behind, by that animal, and then something carved into my arm.”
 
    
 
   She was then able to connect the wires from the medical kit to her arm.  She activated the diagnostic.  It read out, ‘Female in excellent health suffering from a puncture and slashing wound to right arm.  Trauma gel has been applied.  No further treatment necessary.  Wound is clean edged and free of foreign objects.  Gel contains analgesics.  Prognosis excellent.’
 
    
 
   “Sandie what did you mean by saying, ‘Implantation complete’?”
 
    
 
   “I did not say that,” Sandie answered.  “I have reviewed the audio and video from this incident, and there is no record of those words being said.  I have identified the implement which injured you.  It was only briefly in your field of vision, so I did not get a prolonged look at it.  If you can replace the com-link on your ear, I can continue to assist in a more efficient manner.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry replaced the medical kit into her backpack, and then picked up the com-link and secured it to her ear.   “Sandie, what was all that noise?”
 
    
 
   “That was a recorded cry of a feral dog, circa 1990s.  I was unsure what effect it would have on the goats, but it was the first predator which I considered.  I needed to protect you.”
 
    
 
   “It scared the goats, and me as well,” Cammarry said.  “I guess I misunderstood what I was hearing with the animals and the injury.”
 
    
 
   Jerome came charging down the hallway, the Willie Blaster held at the ready.  “Cammarry, Sandie said you were injured.  What happened?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry held out her arm with the ripped open sleeve and the dried trauma gel.  “Something in this cabinet slashed my arm.”
 
    
 
   Jerome had deep concern etched on his face, but Cammarry looked past it and into the cabinet.  ‘My arm will heal fine.”
 
    
 
   Jerome turned to also look closely inside the ESRC.  The back wall had lowered down revealing a chamber.  Inside that was a control board with dials, gauges, buttons, and a small display screen.  The screen was pulsing with a dull yellow glow.  Along the top of the chamber was a folded up, multi-jointed, mechanical arm.  On the end of that was a triple fingered appendage. Blood was across the tips of two of the fingers on that.  There were also fragments from Cammarry’s RAM shirt.  
 
    
 
   “That is what injured me, but what is it?”
 
    
 
   Jerome reached tentatively toward it and the mechanical limb shot downward in a vicious slash.  He jumped back, and it missed him completely.  Across the screen scrolled the words, ‘Unauthorized Access Forbidden’ in bold black lettering.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  You said you had the code to enter this.  You let me get injured?”  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I gave you the proper access codes for that color pad.  This control board must be secured using a different protocol,” Sandie replied.  “I apologize for not knowing this would happen.”
 
    
 
   “Was it shown in the nonphysicality?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  The schematics showed the control board, and the locked access panel.  I circumvented the access panel to achieve the proper color sequence code, but I saw no evidence of any other security programs,” Sandie replied.  “The nonphysicality here is in poor condition, and the readings are not complete.”
 
    
 
   “Then you could not have known,” Jerome said simply.  “It is not your fault.”
 
    
 
   “Why are you defending Sandie?  I am the one who got injured.”  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I am so sorry you were hurt, but Sandie could not have known.  The systems here are broken, segregated, and sometimes look to be very poorly designed.  It was bad that you got hurt, but no one is at fault.”  Jerome put the Willie Blaster away.  “You should come back to that apartment we found.  You need to rest and recover.  We can evaluate this more later.”
 
    
 
   “No.  I want to find out all about this ESRC thing,” Cammarry said roughly.  “I am still trying to complete our mission.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, it really would be better if we rested.”  Jerome was gentle in his words.
 
    
 
   “I said no.  Do your old sayings confuse that word?  I think I was pretty clear on that.  No means no,” Cammarry snapped back.  “Please leave.”
 
    
 
   “I will stay and help you,” Jerome offered.  “We are in this together.  The most powerful force on this planet is cooperation.”
 
    
 
   “Enough with your old witticisms.  We are not on a planet; in case you have forgotten.  This is a derelict, old colony ship.  Your obsolete idioms and colloquialisms will not get the job done,” Cammarry snarled.  “Please go now.  I will join you when I have his figured out.”
 
    
 
   Jerome was hurt, surprised, and baffled.  “Call me on the com-link if I can be of any help.”
 
    
 
   “Sure, I will summon you when needed.  Just go away, now,” Cammarry snapped and turned her back. 
 
    
 
   Jerome walked quietly away.  
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke next, “Cammarry?  Was the injury to your arm more severe than I understood?”
 
    
 
   “The injury you let me receive?  Now you care about it?”  
 
    
 
   “I apologize for that.  I will use utmost caution in upcoming assessments. Please forgive me.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry ignored the artificial intelligence system.  She unpacked her molecular torch and fired it up.  She was set to severe the mechanical arm and then begin an investigation of the control board.  As she reached forward, with her cutting blade ready to be deployed, the small display screen blinked and changed from yellow with black lettering to a deep blue screen with white letters.  ‘Access Granted.  Identity Recognized’ scrolled across the screen.  
 
    
 
   “The system knows you,” the strange voice stated.  
 
    
 
   “So now it is safe?”  Cammarry said but kept her eye on the mechanical arm.  
 
    
 
   “It might be prudent to wait and assess this when both you and Jerome are here to watch for….”  Sandie began to say.  
 
    
 
   “Shut up!”  Cammarry ordered.  “You already let me get hurt, you have done enough.  I can do this better without your interference.”
 
    
 
   Using the molecular saw, she switched its settings to welding and sealed several spots on the joints of the mechanical arm to prevent it from operation.  
 
    
 
   The display screen now scrolled out, ‘How may I be of assistance?”  An old style keyboard slid out from beneath the display screen.
 
    
 
   “Ask it what you need.  It will be reliable and trustworthy,” the odd voice said. 
 
    
 
   “Where is engineering?”  Cammarry said as she typed.  “This thing must have audio inputs as well as this antique mode of inquiry.  A keyboard?  What an inefficient manner to work.”
 
    
 
   “May I suggest that…”  Sandie began.  
 
    
 
   “I told you to shut up.  I want my privacy for once!” Cammarry pulled the com-link from her ear and switched it off.  She set the com-link down on the shelf in the ESRC.  
 
    
 
   “Now we can speak more freely,” the voice came to Cammarry again.  “I am Shadow, and I want to help you with your mission.”
 
    
 
   “So I found one of the Conestoga’s artificial intelligence systems?  One that is functional?  Excellent.  I guess that old man, Danny, was wrong.  I knew there were some AIs here on this old ship, well he called you synthetic brains, or SBs.  Is that what you want to be called?”
 
    
 
   “You may just call me Shadow.  I am here for you.”
 
    
 
   “Can you connect me to any long range communication equipment?”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry, I cannot at this time, from this location.  Why do you need that?”  Shadow replied.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I need to find a way to get a lock on the signal from Earth.  We are marooned on the Conestoga, but our teleporter can save our people, if I can just find a way past that Cosmic Crinkle out in space,” Cammarry said. “I must find some way.  The old man Danny said there might be other AIs, he calls them brains, down on the plant with the habitats.  Is that true?  Can those systems help me?” 
 
    
 
   “Planet-fall.  Planet-fall is very important,” Shadow stated.  “So you need a way off the needle ship, right?  A way so you are no longer marooned?”
 
    
 
   “I need to save Dome 17.”  Cammarry typed in on the keyboard and spoke at the same time, “Where is engineering?  What is the fastest route there?  Where can I find a shuttle?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, get the information you need from here,” Shadow encouraged.  “You are doing so well.”  
 
    
 
   The display screen scrolled out a message, ‘Deck plans with marked route may now be transferred to your personal storage device.’
 
    
 
   “I do not have one!” Cammarry yelled and typed.
 
    
 
   The display scrolled, ‘This location can print out a copy of the suggested route.  To print that route type yes.’
 
    
 
   “I think you should do that.  There is no time to waste,” Shadow said quietly and firmly. “Print the route and we can then leave to complete your mission.  I will help you save those people.” 
 
    
 
   “Yes!”  Cammarry said and typed the word on the keyboard.  
 
    
 
   A sheet of paper emerged from the bottom of the display, and under the keyboard.  It was written in standard and had clear markings and a step by step route to follow.
 
    
 
   “This is perfect,” Cammarry exclaimed.  
 
    
 
   “Do not forget your backpack and power source,” Shadow said.  “It is important to leave right away.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry shut off the fusion pack’s light and placed it into her backpack.  In the dim light she could still see the route on the paper she had just received.  
 
    
 
   “Time is essential.  You must leave now.  You need to rescue those people as soon as possible,” Shadow was insistent. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry took off down the hallway, leaving the ESRC’s rear compartment open, the control board and display on, its door ajar, and the com-link she had shut down just sitting there on the shelf.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   5 separation
 
    
 
    
 
   “Jerome!  Jerome!  You must wake up,” Sandie called through the com-link.
 
    
 
   Jerome sluggishly opened his eyes.  “Cammarry?  What does Sandie want?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, Cammarry is not with you.  Please wake up.  This is urgent,” Sandie the AI stated.
 
    
 
   Jerome rolled over on the old bed.  It creaked as he reached out for where Cammarry usually was nestled up against him when they slept.  “She is not here.”  His eyes popped open with a startled look.  “Where is she?”
 
    
 
   “The com-link she was using is at that ESRC where she had the injury.  She shut it down ten minutes ago.  I thought that was long enough to allow her the privacy she demanded.  When I remotely reactivated it, she is not within visual or auditory range.”
 
    
 
   Jerome jumped out of the bed.  The plants on the floor were squishy under his bare feet.  She quickly dressed in the RAM clothing and placed his socks and footwear on.  “Why did she shut down the com-link?”
 
    
 
   “She was very upset.  She blames me for her injury, and I suppose she has reason.  I did not see or interpret the potential threat that opening the back of the ESRC would be.”
 
    
 
   Jerome raced through the apartment and back out into the dimly lit hall.  His backpack and belt with pouches slapped against him as he ran.  Several goats rushed away and out through the open gate.  They were frightened and bleated loudly as they raced away.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?”  Jerome called.  “Cammarry?”
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, maybe she just needed to use a toilet or get a drink or something,” Jerome said as he reached the ESRC.  The door was open, and the com-link was there.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?”  Jerome yelled with all his might.
 
    
 
   The call echoed in the dim corridors.  
 
    
 
   “I must find her.  What did she find out from this control board?”  Jerome reached into the ESRC.  His eyes were watching for the threat from the arm which had injured Cammarry.
 
    
 
   The display screen shifted from the dark blue color to the yellow with black.  The letters scrolled across ‘Unauthorized Access Forbidden’
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  What does this console do?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I was able to see only a small portion of it with Cammarry.  This system does not recognize you,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled out the com-link’s cable and jacked it into an access port near the display.  “Sandie find out what you can here.”
 
    
 
   “Assessing the nonphysicality,” Sandie stated. 
 
    
 
   Jerome picked up Cammarry’s com-link and said to himself, “What have you done?”
 
    
 
   “I have assessed the nonphysicality here, as you requested,” Sandie replied. “This control board is secured by a primitive personal recognition system which looks for identification of the person using it.  It is based on the person having an indwelling marker which the system looks for and then distinguishes from those without said marker.  I was able to penetrate the security, however, when I did that, the log for this control board was unintentionally obliterated by my actions.  I apologize.  The system is far more insubstantial than I anticipated.  All I could recover are the questions imputed by Cammarry.  She asked this system: ‘Where is engineering?’ and ‘What is the fastest route there?’ and ‘Where can I find a shuttle?’ all within a very short time frame.”
 
    
 
   “So did she get a reply?”  
 
    
 
   “That is what was obliterated when the security system crumbed.  I conjecture she did receive a reply, but I cannot confirm that, nor can I tell you what that reply was,” Sandie said.  “Again, I apologize for my actions.  This ESRC and its antique and weakly constructed systems have stymied me into an error.  I conjectured that the system was much more durable and well-tailored than it proved to be.  In future interactions, I will remember the flimsiness of these old-fashioned systems.”
 
    
 
   “Well, she must have proceeded onward, but why without her com-link?”  Jerome pondered out loud.  “I wonder about her injury.  Did that contribute to her rash actions?”
 
    
 
   “That is a possibility,” Sandie replied.  “You both are under tremendous stress, and her traumatic injury would add physical pain to that condition.”
 
    
 
   Jerome began to run down the plant filled corridor, away from the ESRC.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Are you pursuing Cammarry?”  Sandie inquired.  
 
    
 
   “Of course.  She cannot be too far ahead.  Cammarry!  Cammarry!”
 
    
 
   The hallway divided into three sections.  One had a set of stairs leading upward, another a set of stairs leading downward, and the third continued straight ahead.  All three areas were gloomily and dimly lit, and the plants growing on the floors and steps all looked undisturbed.  There were also two doors which were ajar just beyond the junction.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I must remind you that you do not have any food supplies for an extended search.  You can probably find water, but it may or may not be safe to drink.  I can assist you in picking some of the plants, but that will not be as helpful of a food source as the local people can provide.  You may proceed on the search, and I understand your urgency, however, I conjecture a higher chance of success if you can induce Khin to give you supplies and guide you.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry does not have food either, how far will she go?  She will just come right back. When she hears my voice, she will come back, right?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “She may return.  She has a food supply that was in that ESRC, I can reply the video recordings of her finding that food,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   “She found food?  Is it safe?  Remember she is injured.  And now lost?”  Jerome rubbed his face with both hands.  “Love does not know its extent until the hour of separation.  Oh Cammarry!  Cammarry!”
 
    
 
   He squatted down and looked at the floor, trying to find some evidence of her passage.  He adjusted the fusion pack light and flooded the junction with brilliant illumination.  He stepped on the plants, and then looked at them a second time to try to identify a footprint or some sign of compression.  He could tell nothing.
 
    
 
   “Sandie, is there any way for you to tell which path she took?  Down the stairs?  Upstairs?  Or what?”  Jerome asked.  “Air currents, smells, anything?  She cannot just have disappeared.”
 
    
 
   “I have no way to tell where she went,” Sandie stated.  “I am limited to the input from the com-link, and her com-link is not with her.  As to tracking, I cannot perceive anything which would indicated the direction she traveled.  I am sorry.  I suggest you find Khin and garner his help.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!!”  Jerome yelled with all his might.  The name echoed off the walls and ceiling, but there was no reply.  
 
    
 
   Jerome stood there for some moments just pondering what to do.  He had never felt so alone in all his life.  Unconsciously he was flexing his hands in exercise patterns.
 
    
 
   “So I find Khin,” Jerome said and turned back and marched quickly along the path he had come.  “Some old song said that ‘the search is half the fun’ and right now I want to slap that song writer as hard as I can.”
 
    
 
   “I will assist you in finding Cammarry.  She is a smart and able adventurer,” Sandie said in an effort to offer consolation.  “The food she found did appear safe.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, and I am not sure I am as good as she is.  I just do not understand why she was so upset,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   He hustled his way back into the grand dining room.  “Khin!  Khin!  I need you help!”
 
    
 
   Several older children ran off as Jerome continued to call out.  Other people huddled into their tents and pulled the flaps down.  Some adults hurried away carrying their infants.  
 
    
 
   “Old One?”  Jerome yelled.  Then Jerome had an inspiration.  “Cadet! Cadet Danuja!  Report immediately!  Cadet Danuja, your services are required!”
 
    
 
   “He said his post was a muster station,” Sandie reminded Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, thanks!”  Jerome took a deep breath and yelled with all his might.  “Cadet Danuja go to the muster station now!  Danny assume your post!”
 
    
 
   A few anxious minutes passed and the big room was strangely quiet.  Then several young adults came hurrying in.  Slung between them was the Old One, Cadet Danny.  He had his arms bout the shoulders of the young people.  They set him down in front of Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “Reporting as ordered, commander, sir,” Danny said in a quivering voice.  His legs were shaking, and his eyes were hazy.  One young woman leaned up against him and steadied him as he stood there.  
 
    
 
   “Good.  You are needed,” Jerome said authoritatively.  
 
    
 
   Jerome pointed at one of the young people.  “I also need Khin.  You will go and get him now!”  
 
    
 
   “I am here wizard!”  Khin called as he entered the large room from another hallway.  “Your bellowing and screaming is frightening everything: men, women, babies, infants, children, goats, even the rats are running away.”  Khin smirked a bit and his eyes twinkled with mirth.
 
    
 
   “This is not a time for frivolity,” Jerome sternly stated.  “Cammarry left for engineering.  You will be guiding me there.  We will need food, water, and whatever other supplies you think will help us.”
 
    
 
   “Later we can gather those things…”  Khin began with a chuckle.
 
    
 
   Jerome ran up and faced Khin.  Jerome’s taller stature had him peering down on Khin.  “We leave quickly.  Cammarry was injured, and we are leaving as soon as possible to help her.  You will come with me as a volunteer guide, or I will take what I need and leave, but I will not be happy at all.”  Jerome patted the butt of his holstered weapon.  
 
    
 
   “I will assist you, commander sir,” Danny said feebly.  His old body was quaking in fear and anxiety.  The young woman holding him up never raised her eyes to Jerome, but tightened her grip around the skinny waist of the old one.   “I am not sure I can make it to engineering, but I can tell you how to get there, I think.”
 
    
 
   “I ask your forgiveness, wizard,” Khin said and bowed down on his knees.  “I did not know the other one was suffering.  May I accompany you on this quest?  May I go and get the foods we need?”
 
    
 
   “They are already here,” Elsa said as she and several other adults walked up with pouches of dried goat meat, containers of mushrooms, and other things to eat.  “Please take these and go.  Your threat was not needed, and does not suit you.”
 
    
 
   Renata was also standing there offering a large bag.  Some handles of tools could be seen sticking up from the bag.  “If you need more people to come with you, I am willing.”
 
    
 
   “So am I,” Elsa said.  “Our men are hiding now, because you have frightened them.  They remember the old stories of killers and bad things, but I believe you to be a good man.”
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled a huge and happy grin.  “Thank you all.  I am sorry for my threat.  That was foolish and rude of me.  Sometimes only a fool makes a threat.  Cooperation and compassion are mightier than the best weapons.”
 
    
 
   “But it is better to have both,” Danny mumbled.  “I must play my music.  The music will help me concentrate on where that engineering….”  He stumbled back toward the piano.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked through the bag of tools.  None were of any use to him, as his backpack, belt, and gear from Dome 17 was much better quality.  He did take a small knife out of the bag.  “This is just what I needed.  Thank you so much.  Khin, do you need anything more from these fine tools?”
 
    
 
   “I have all I need.  I came ready,” Khin said and then chuckled.  “Does your spirit-ghost Sandie need anything?”
 
    
 
   “No.”  Jerome heard the music beginning.  He walked back toward the piano.  Khin followed him.  
 
    
 
   The Old One, Danny, was sitting at the piano playing.  This time the melody was haunting and in a minor key.  It was not pleasant to hear, but was well played.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I cannot identify that music,” Sandie said.  “There is nothing like it in my database.”
 
    
 
   “Engineering is at the stern.  Chickens are there now,” Danny said as he played. “There is a main causeway which leads there.  The causeway is at the center of the needle ship, level 14.  It runs the whole length of the ship.  It did anyway, and has branches to all the habbie constituent joints.  Those ways are useless now, just like the transport system, useless.  Chicken people there now.  The flight crew tried to block insurgents with demolitions.”  Danny’s hands shook and he missed some notes.  “Shuttles might be in hanger bays.  Chicken people roosting by engineering. That is all I can say.  If I was a young man I would take you there.”  Danny placed his head down on the keys and that made a weird noise.  He then wept.  
 
    
 
   “Khin, does that help you?”  Jerome asked.  “We need to leave and find Cammarry.”  
 
    
 
   “Sure, sure it does.  I can lead you there,” Khin said with a grin.   
 
    
 
   Jerome and Khin turned away from the elderly man slumped over the piano.  Several people came up to him and were giving him aid and comfort.  They helped him to his feet, one of the men saying, “Old One, we will get you to your bed now.”
 
    
 
   “Wait!”  Danny said.  He stood up erect and said to Jerome, “May you be as brave and courageous as the Heroic Thirteen:  Bria Esther, Elizabeth Anne, Kyra Grace, Makayla Lynn, Ethan Clark, Jaylie Joy, Abby Marie, Kristian Julene, Jovan Jae, Anna Shane, Braedon Joseph, Calissa Mia, and Jacob Alan.  May they forever be remembered and honored.  May their spirits guide you and protect you.”  
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Cadet Danuja,” Jerome said.  He did not understand the reference to the Heroic Thirteen, but he could see on the old man’s face how important those names were.  “I will strive to live up to them.”
 
    
 
   The people around applauded and hollered out good wishes and blessings.  The children squealed with joy.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Khin departed.  They went down the same way that Cammarry had left.  As they passed the gate which Jerome had left open, Khin carefully shut it. 
 
    
 
   “There will be havoc because the goats are loose.  It is a good time for me to be on a journey.  Chasing the goats is fun for children, but I prefer to eat them, rather than chase them,” Khin said.
 
    
 
   “Eat the children or the goats?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Khin let out a belly laugh as they continued on.  Passing the ESRC with its door still open, Khin spoke up.  “Another wizard’s quest.  This time with just one wizard, but chasing another.  New places are uncovered, and new things are seen.”  He laughed as he found his comment extremely amusing.  “And I cannot forget your spirit-ghost who follows us.  Why does Sandie not speak to Cammarry?”
 
    
 
   “Right now that cannot happen,” Jerome answered.  He resisted explaining about the com-links.
 
    
 
   “So we head off to the Fruit People now,” Khin said.  
 
    
 
   “We are going to engineering.  That is our goal.”  Jerome set his feet wide.
 
    
 
   Khin giggled.  “Yes, that is our goal.  I agree.  The Fruit People will be one of the places we must visit on this journey.”
 
    
 
   Khin led them along and they went down the stairway where Jerome had halted in his pursuit of Cammarry earlier.  The steps were spongy with the plant growth, but they both walked down easily and passed several landings.  The landings had pressure doors which were intact.  
 
    
 
   “This says it is level 9,” Jerome remarked as Khin led them off the stairs.  “That old man Danny said the causeway is on level 14.  Should we continue down these stairs?”
 
    
 
   “No.  There are no passages down that way.  If you want to catch rats, then down there is a good place, but not for anything else.  Unless you know some wizard path?”  Khin giggled a bit.  “Or are you hungry for rat?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe another time.  I am curious to know more about the Conestoga, but Cammarry is more important.  We must keep moving forward, opening doors, and doing the right things, because I am committed to helping Cammarry.”  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and asked, “Is she committed to you?”  He then placed his hand against the side wall on a nondescript location.  A color control pad lit up under his hand.  “Now I show you my reading.”  He punched in a sequence of colors.  The door slid sideways.  
 
    
 
   “How did you know that control pad was there?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I saw it.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome had not seen anything. 
 
    
 
   Beyond the newly opened pressure door was a wrecked hallway.  The inner layer of the ceiling had collapsed, and rubble was strewn about.  Some of that had crushed the plants and there was no growth medium on the fallen sections.  The walls of the corridor were bowed in from some tremendous pressure that was able to bend the permalloy.  
 
    
 
   “This is different,” Jerome commented.  “What happened here?”
 
    
 
   Khin looked carefully at the hallway.  “The roof fell in.”
 
    
 
   “Obviously,” Jerome replied as he looked up.  The darkness beyond the broken ceiling was deep and so few lights were still working in this hall that it made it even more dim than usual.  “So what caused that?  It happened after these plants were growing here.  You can see the way the ceiling scraped away the plants on the wall, and scratched off the water stains over there.”  Jerome pointed as he adjusted his fusion pack light.  
 
    
 
   “Well, wizard, you shook the world, and something broke.  Come along.”  Khin stepped up on the rubble and then preceded to climb from broken chunk to broken chunk as if they were set there as stepping stones.   
 
    
 
   Jerome shined the beam of the light up into the darkness above him, and the beam showed some broken struts, ducts, wiring, and assorted other mechanical apparatus which was between the decks.  Those areas were free from plants and growth medium.  One side of the area above them consisted of three large pipes, off white in color, with labeling stating, ‘Inflow’ and ‘Waste Production’ and ‘Containment Remains.’   
 
    
 
   “So that is more what this ship looks like under this covering of foliage. All that is hidden will be revealed, and every secret thing come to light.  Some people think that the truth can be hidden forever, but as time goes by, what is true is always revealed.  A covering never lasts.”
 
    
 
   “When wizards shake the world, what did you expect?”  Khin laughed, but shielded his eyes from the brightness of the fusion light beam.  
 
    
 
   “Sorry the light is too bright for you,” Jerome said and adjusted its intensity down.  He followed along on the broken permalloy.  “Khin, can you tell if Cammarry came this way?”
 
    
 
   “I have not seen her, have you?” 
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “I have not heard her, have you?”
 
    
 
   “No.  You know that.”
 
    
 
   “I have smelled her at that pressure door,” Khin said, but I do not smell here in here.  Do you?”  
 
    
 
   “You knew she was at that door?”  Jerome was surprised.  “I did not smell anything except the plants and that other stuff.
 
    
 
   “A wizard who cannot smell, and has poor eyes,” Khin laughed.  “It is a good thing you have tools, and a better thing you met me.”
 
    
 
   The pressure door on the other end of the hallway was askew and beyond that the way continued much has it had been.  The damage was confined to that one hallway.  Khin led him onward.  They passed various locations, some of which were labeled with strange sounding names.  Jerome would have loved to investigate each one, but the pressure of finding Cammarry was eating at his mind.  He kept pondering why she had left without him, and why she had left behind the com-link.  Her arm injury also concerned him, although he was reassured by remembering that she had used trauma gel and also had received medical prophylaxis treatments in Dome 17.  Still he worried, but kept his concerns to himself as they walked through the convoluted and strange places of the needle ship.
 
    
 
   “Now we are approaching the land of the Fruit People,” Khin said after they had walked for a good distance more.  “You can smell them easily, right?”
 
    
 
   “I do not smell anything different at all,” Jerome replied.  “The air smells the same to me.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   6 a sneaky entry
 
    
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned on her fusion lamp at a moderate setting and studied the route which she had gotten from the ESRC.  The symbols on the map corresponded to some that she could find on the walls of the halls and corridors.  The stairways were treacherously slippery, with the mossy growth and often dribbling water, but she traversed them as indicated on her route.  There were a few goats who bounced quickly away as she approached.  Those animals disappeared into rooms with open doors, or leaped up stairs and away.   Once, several rats made scolding noises at Cammarry as she passed.  They peered out of a ventilation duct and glared at her.  A dribble of water was running down from that same duct.
 
    
 
   “I am not here to steal your water,” Cammarry said to the rats who brazenly stared at her from their high perch.  “I can understand why you are defensive.  Water is precious.”
 
    
 
   “They are just fearful,” Shadow said.  “They have not seen light like you are using before.  You are new to them, and they think you are a threat.”
 
    
 
   “I am not here to hurt the animals, but I need to find engineering.  Maybe I should contact Jerome…”
 
    
 
   ‘Beware!  Beware! Beware!”  Shadow screamed.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry ducked down and extinguished the fusion light.  She looked around and listened carefully.  
 
    
 
   “What is wrong?”  Cammarry whispered.  
 
    
 
   “The hallway ahead has suffered extensive damage.  I was concerned for you about a possible radiation leak,” Shadow answered.    
 
    
 
   “Radiation?  That other hall had a ruined ceiling and it was safe.  Right?”  Cammarry’s heart pounded in her chest.  She pulled the hood and mask out of her shirt and placed them on.  She looked down at her clothing.  The one sleeve was ruined as it had been slashed open.  The closures on her pockets were not sealed.  Her mind went through the protocol for use of the RAM system, which normally would protect her by absorbing any radiation.  She bit her lip in disgust.  Her RAM suit looked to be only partially functional.  Her worst fears, creeping up from nearly a lifetime spent in Dome 17, were of the outside world breeching the dome and radiation contamination sickening everyone.  She knew the world had died from toxins, and her primal fear was dying that same fate.  When she had been on missions to search out the other domes, she was meticulous in maintaining her RAM clothing.  Those missions from Dome 17 had been done safely because she had been extraordinarily fastidious. Here on the Conestoga, she had gotten lax, and she feared it was now too late.
 
    
 
   “Have I been irradiated?”  
 
    
 
   “The hall has a collapsed wall, and some ventilation systems are fractured.  Moments ago they released a tan colored steam.  From what I can now tell, the radiation levels are safe, but you must hurry.  Whatever I detected may return at any moment.  Run now!  Run Cammarry!”  Shadow insisted.   
 
    
 
   Forgetting completely about speaking to Jerome, Cammarry listened to Shadow and sprinted ahead.  The hallway was wider than previous ones, being about ten meters in width.  The left hand side wall had crumbled and there were jagged edges and holes open all along it.  Cammarry saw a few pipes and tubes inside that wall, but focused most of her attention on getting to the bulkhead door at the other end of the room.  As she ran she caught her toe on something hidden in the pale green plants on the floor.  She tripped and went down hard.  
 
    
 
   “Hurry!  The radiation may come spurting out again!”  Shadow urged.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry stumbled up and in fear slammed her hand against the controls on the bulkhead door.  It slid out of the way, and she tumbled through.  Spinning about she punched the button to seal the bulkhead door.  It zipped into place and made a crunching sound as it locked.
 
    
 
   “Did I make it?  Have I been exposed to toxic levels?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “I think between your quick passage, and the RAM clothing you are wearing, you are safe enough,” Shadow said.  “At least for now.”
 
    
 
   “I better ask Sandie as well.”  Cammarry reached up and tapped her ear, but then realized the com-link was missing.  “Where is it?”
 
    
 
   “Where is what my friend?”  Shadow asked.  
 
    
 
   “The com-link!  I need to see of Sandie saw anything.  I need to ask Jerome about all this,” Cammarry wailed.  “Oh what have I done?”
 
    
 
   “I believe you lost that ear piece when you tripped in that room,” Shadow reported.  “I can now see that the room is filling with argon and neon.  Those gases are known to carry radiation here on the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “I must get the com-link!  Oh I cannot be cut off from Jerome!  I do not want to be alone and sick.”  Cammarry sat down and pulled off her backpack.  She dug out the medical kit and connected the wires to her neck.  “I have to know.”
 
    
 
   She pressed the diagnostic button.  The read out scrolled, ‘Healing at proper rate.’
 
    
 
   “You see, I told you that you avoided the radiation.  You cannot go back in that hall,” Shadow said.  “That was a narrow escape.  You must forge ahead.  I will help you and you still have the map which shows you the route to engineering.”
 
    
 
   “But what of was I thinking?”  Cammarry asked.  “I should have stayed with Jerome.”
 
    
 
   “The choice was made,” Shadow replied tersely.  
 
    
 
   “Can you use the nonphysicality to connect to Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “I am not able to do that at this time.  Perhaps later in engineering?”  Shadow answered.  
 
    
 
   “You are right.  I will connect with some of the AIs, I mean, the synthetic brains, the SBs on this old ship.  Set up the communications equipment, find the signal from Dome 17, and get the teleportation system working.  Bring Brink, and a team here.  Reconnect with them and then with Jerome.  That can work.  I can make that work.  I do have the map still, and I know I can do this.”  Cammarry spoke more to herself than to Shadow.  She packed up her equipment and then hugged herself with both arms.  “Yes, I can do this.  I must do this.  I missed the radiation.  I am smarter than the people who built this ship, and way more sophisticated than the Goat People.  If they can manage here, I can too.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry steadied herself, looked back at the closed bulkhead door, blew out a deep breath and said, “I missed that radiation, so I go on.”  
 
    
 
   She studied the route on the map and took the next connecting corridor.  It led to a wide stairway downward.  These stairs had spotty sections of dried out and dead plants.  She looked around, but could see no source of water for the area around the stairway.  The crunching sound that was made as she stepped onto the dead plants was overly loud to her ears.  She tried to step around them, and reached the bottom of the stairs where there was a double set of pressure doors and the label, ‘Botanical Solarium: Service Entrance’ on a sign.
 
    
 
   “That sounds promising,” Cammarry said.  “Shadow?  What do you think?”
 
    
 
   There was no answer.
 
    
 
   Cammarry visually assessed the doors.  There was only a little growth medium at that location, and the doors were cleaner than most she had seen.  There were no controls visible, so she set down her backpack and took out the fusion power and connected it to the doors.  
 
    
 
   There was a whine and a sizzling sound.  Then a yellow floodlight came on over the top of the doors.  This was much brighter than the typical dim illumination she was used to.  Also, a nine-section color control pad lit up in the permalloy next to the door.  
 
    
 
   “Now what code will open this?”  Cammarry muttered to herself, half hoping that Shadow or Sandie would somehow answer.  But there was no reply.  
 
    
 
   “The ESRC Code was blue, green, green, white, blue, yellow.,” Cammarry said as she punched in those colors.  
 
    
 
   A negative function sound came from the door. 
 
    
 
   “Maybe something simple: green, green, green.” Cammarry pressed that sequence.  
 
    
 
   The negative function sound came.  It was annoying and loud.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pushed another series of colors.  Again the negative function sound came.  She consulted the map and its route, but there was no indication what the proper sequence or code would be on this door which was obstructing her progress.  
 
    
 
   “Well, door, if you truly want to be stubborn,” Cammarry muttered.  “Will you be stubborn against a molecular torch?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry took the tool out and initiated it for cutting mode.  She set its blade against the top of the seam between the two pressure doors, and adjusted the cutting depth to maximum.  The permalloy between the two doors parted as easy as brushing her hair.  The melted slag dripped to the sides as she pulled the torch all the way down to the floor.  As soon as the seam was severed, the two doors retracted into their pockets with a grinding and tearing noise.   
 
    
 
   Light shined out from the other side of the doors.  It was brighter than the yellow flood light, and reminded Cammarry of the sunlight which she and Jerome had seen from the scout ship as they exited the dusty and opaque atmosphere of Earth.  
 
    
 
   “Oh dear,” Cammarry exclaimed as she looked at the place she had found.  “It is beautiful.”
 
    
 
   She looked out and as her eyes adjusted to the bright light she could barely believe all the colors.  The light was a warm yellow tone and came from a large sphere suspended about thirty meters above the floor.  That sphere was too bright to look at directly, but its warm glow infused everything beneath it with its yellow radiance.  
 
    
 
   And all around beneath it there were plants growing.  Not like the pale green fungus of the corridors, or the darker moss type plants which grew on some of the walls in the hallways and room, and also not like the mushrooms Cammarry had learned to pick.  All those were just washed out facsimiles of what she saw here.  
 
    
 
   “This is what John spoke about!”  Cammarry said in a startled voice.  “Life!  Vibrant plant life!”
 
    
 
   She looked closer and saw that the room was very large, and roughly roundish shaped, although the wall nearest to her was straight, and went vertically up about ten meters, so she revised her estimation.  ‘A modified pyramid type shape, perhaps?’ She thought.  The room must have multiple straight sides in something like an icosagon pattern.  Running along the floor from each of those vertical walls was a row of plants.  The rows extended horizontally and all led to the center of the room.  Between the rows there were permalloy walkways, about half as wide as the rows.  The plants were much larger than anything she had seen before, and they reached upward and arched out over the walkways. She looked back at the permalloy walls, trying to see something familiar.  Coming off the top of the wall, the ceiling was also multi-sectioned and all those ceiling sections came together high overhead at a conical apex.  The glowing sphere was suspended from that apex.  Some kind of clear tube or column extended down from the light sphere, and brightness was glistening off of that.  Cammarry could not see where it connected on the floor because of the tall and colorful plants.  Her eyes were drawn back to the biology she was seeing.  
 
    
 
   “Oh John, or Jerome!  I wish you could see all this!”  Cammarry said in awe as she looked at the living forest of plants which each row contained.  
 
    
 
   The closest row of plants were all well over her head in height.  They were coming up from a rich, dark brown substance which was set in wide rows, boxed in by permalloy walkways.  The plants had medium brown, rough looking coverings on their central vertical parts, but the outer parts of the plants were covered in deep green leaves.  Oblong balls which were a mottled purplish orange color were hanging from some of the smaller appendages of the large plants.  
 
    
 
   “Hey, you there!”  A man cried out in alarm.  “Shut that door before some goats get in here and eat our fruit!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry remained motionless, still in shock at the beauty of what she was seeing.  She did glance over at the man who was running toward her.  He was dressed in some kind of pants with a chest covering and two straps over his shoulders.  He was wearing a wide hat, dark glasses over his eyes, and his thick black hair was tied behind his head.  
 
    
 
   “I said shut those doors!  They should never be opened!”  He yelled, much more enraged now than previously.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry slowly turned around and pulled at the doors in a lackadaisical manner.  
 
    
 
   The man shoved her to the side and slammed his shoulders into the doors.  His brute strength pulled them together, and his rippling muscles could be seen as he turned his back on Cammarry.  He removed a hand span long tube from his back pocket and spread some kind of yellow goo across the seam of the doors.  It smelled a bit acidic as it fused the two doors back together.  
 
    
 
   “The Thirteen Heroes be praised nothing else came in this door when you so foolishly opened it,” the man said as he turned back to face Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   His eyes were hidden by the dark glasses, which she now saw were more like goggles.  His face was line with some age lines, but nothing like the Old One.  His feet were shod with boots, and he was far cleaner than any of the Goat People Cammarry had met.
 
    
 
   “Come now!  Answer me!  Why did you open this door?  How did you manage to do it anyway?  And why would you want to risk all our fruit?”  The man demanded.  
 
    
 
   “I need to get to engineering,” Cammarry mumbled.  “These plants are amazing!”  She swept her arms around as she spoke.  
 
    
 
   “Your arm was injured, and what manner of clothing are you wearing?” the man asked as he looked over Cammarry.  “You do not look like one of those primitive Goat People.  Tell me why you broke in here?”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, you need to answer this man,” Shadow said which surprised her a bit.   
 
    
 
   “Certainly, I can do that,” Cammarry said in response to Shadow.
 
    
 
   “I know you can force open these doors.  Sure you can do it. But why?”  The man again demanded.  “The plucums are just about ready for harvest, and the peacotots are just starting to bud.  Those goats are a menace, it is hard enough to keep the rats out of here, and now you want to expose this side of the orchard to the goats!  How idiotic!  You will ruin everything the Thirteen Heroes accomplished.  You want to go back to peonies, orchids, and roses?”  His final statement was accompanied by so much disgust he nearly spit out the words, ‘peonies, orchids and roses.”  His face was screwed up tight as he spoke.
 
    
 
   “I do not know what those things are, but these plants are beautiful.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the orchard is beautiful.  Say, you do not have goggles on.  The light must be blinding to you.  No wonder you did not respond properly to me, you can barely see in all the glare.  Come now, here put on my spare set.  No one should work in this light without protection.”  The man extended out a set of the dark goggles he had pulled from a chest pocket.  
 
    
 
   “I can see fine,” Cammarry replied.  “What are these things?  These wonderful plants.  They smell enticing.”
 
    
 
   “You must be daft,” the man said, but he put away the goggles.  “I am taking you to my shift supervisor.  If you are a crazy from the Goat People, they will pay a heavy price at the next round of trades.  I know that is right.”
 
    
 
   “The Goat People call me a wizard, but I am just seeking to get to engineering.  My name is Cammarry, and my partner Jerome and I have come to the Conestoga to save our people.”
 
    
 
   “A wizard?”  The man hesitated a bit.  “I have heard the stories, but, well, I suppose….  I am Karmel.  I will take you to Bogart, he may know more about this than I do.  I must check the door to make sure it is sealed.  Goats cannot be allowed in here.  You remain right here, please.  And for the love of the Thirteen Heroes, do not open any more doors.”
 
    
 
   Karmel turned and quickly made sure the doors were still sealed.  He inspected them yet again, and then another time, before he turned back to Cammarry.  “Now the doors are shut.  Did you open any other doors or passages into the orchard?”
 
    
 
   “No. I am sorry if I messed up something,” Cammarry said.  “I really need to get to engineering.”
 
    
 
   “I do not know about that, but I will take you through the orchard to Bogart.  We just cannot have goats in here. They would destroy the trees and ruin all our work,” Karmel said.  His face had softened somewhat and his tones were less anxious and stressed.  He placed his hand on Cammarry’s shoulder, part as compassion, part as guide, and part as restraint.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry felt isolated, yet overwhelmed.  “This place is so much more than the hallways.  You call it an orchard, but the labeling on the door said, ‘Botanical Solarium: Service Entrance’ so what is this place?”
 
    
 
   “It was once called that, but that was before the insurrection.  Roses, peonies, and orchids and other useless things grew in here, or so I am told.  My grandparents spoke about it being some kind of retreat for the crew, but the Thirteen Heroes made it our fruit orchard.  They got the cubbies working.  If they had not, everyone would be dead now.”  Karmel led her down one of the many aisles which all converged at the center of the orchard.  On either side of the aisle were the trees with their leaves, and fruits.  The structure of the place was a row of trees, then a walkway, then another row of trees.  
 
    
 
   “Are the trees different in each row?”  Cammarry asked.  “These grow fruit?”  She pointed to the colorful oblong objects hanging from the branches.  
 
    
 
   “Not every tree line is different.  We have the six fruits: nectacotum, grapples, blood-limes, rangour, plucums, and peacotots,” Karmel replied.  His dark goggles reflected back come of the warm yellow light.  “Each row develops fruit at a different time, so we have a consistent supply, so long as goats stay out of here.  You must know about the fruits, otherwise you would have died long ago.  Everyone knows about the fruits; we trade them to save everyone.  Only a few get the privilege of coming into the orchard.  That is why I must take you to Bogart.”
 
    
 
   A large insect flew past Cammarry.  It made a faint sound.  She swatted at it.
 
    
 
   Karmel struck her hand viciously, knocking it down and away.
 
    
 
   “Idiot!  How dare you strike at a bee!  You are truly some kind of insurgent!  You are trying to kill us all,” Karmel cried in alarm.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry swung up her other arm and punched him in the abdomen.  “I have no idea what you are taking about.”
 
    
 
   Karmel doubled over in pain.  His hat toppled to the dirt and rolled to beneath one of the trees.  “We protect…. The orchard….You cannot…. hurt the bees, or let goats in here… It will ruin the orchard.”  He gasped the words out.  “Are you insane?”
 
    
 
   “Run Cammarry!” Shadow said. “You must get away from this man.  He wants to stop you from helping Dome 17.” 
 
    
 
   “I am going to engineering!”  Cammarry grabbed the goggles from off of his face and tossed them toward the fruit trees.  “Leave me alone!”  She then sprinted down the row away from the kneeling and gasping Karmel.
 
    
 
   “Please do not hurt the orchard!”  Karmel yelled as he covered his eyes.  “We all need the fruits to survive!  Please!”  He took a few deep breaths and the wailed out, “Help me!  There is a crazed stranger in the orchard!  Help!  Help!  Help!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry saw a path between the trees which led from the row she was on to another row.  She darted onto that.  She was running, but still admiring the beauty of the trees.  Their bark was thick, and their leaves were so vividly green, and the globes hanging from the branches were such pretty colors.  She dashed along the walkway, next to that row of trees, continuing toward the center of the orchard where it looked like all the walkways and rows converged beneath the glowing light source.  As she ran, she reached up and plucked one of the fruits.  She considering stopping, but heard more yelling coming from back where Karmel had been.  There were now several voices all calling out.  And so she ran and lifted the fruit to her nose as she did.  
 
    
 
   It smelled tantalizing. The roughly ball shape reminded Cammarry of ricochet balls from the game in Dome 17.  The fruit had a slightly fuzzy outer surface, was mottled deep reddish color mixed with yellow spots.  She whiffed in again.  The fruit had a very distinct and pleasant smell.  She took of bite of it as she ran.  
 
    
 
   “It is so sweet!”  She licked her lips to catch all the juice from the fruit.  She then took another bite.  The very center of the fruit contained a small, hard nugget of some kind.  She ate all the fruit off and placed the nugget thing in her pocket.  
 
    
 
   As she continued to run, she kept finding small paths between the rows and she followed them, trying to get as far away from Karmel as possible.  At one point she screeched to a halt as she turned onto a walkway and saw a machine working.  It had six wheels, was box shaped, colored a dark green, and had a manipulation arm on the top of it.  It was slowly rolling along next to a tree while its arm was extended way up.  
 
    
 
   “What are you?”  Cammarry muttered.  The appendage of the machine reminded her briefly of what had injured in the ESRC.  Here, however, the tip of the arm was doing something tender and placid to the small blossoms at the ends of the stems and branches.  The arm would settle over the blossoms for a moment, and then ever so gently move onto the next.  Cammarry had no idea what it was doing, but she remembered Khin’s saying, ‘Cubie green, a good machine’ and she smiled.  She walked back quietly and took a different route to bypass the machine.  It occurred to her that she remembered it was called an automacube.  
 
    
 
   As she got to the center of the orchard, she was able to see that at the very center there was indeed a coming together of all the walkways that were between the rows of plants.  There was a small mound there at the center, and on that mound was a circular structure of clear permalloy.  The structure sat directly beneath the brightly glowing sphere and was connected to that sphere by a tube of clear permalloy.  The tube glistened in the brilliant light.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry stopped.  The trees she was near were different, with fruit that was more oblong shaped and yellow and green colored.  
 
    
 
   “Shadow?  What are these fruits?  Are these safe to eat too?”  Cammarry asked as she visually assessed the structure on the mound.  
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  
 
    
 
   The bright light made it difficult to see what was inside the structure.  Then one side of the structure swung open and a person stepped out.  She too was wearing the wide hat and dark, nearly black, lensed goggles.  She also had clothing similar to what Karmel had been wearing.  
 
    
 
   “What is all the commotion?”  The woman called out as she looked from side to side, not seeing Cammarry.  She then put her hands to her mouth and made a funnel.  “Karmel!  Bogart!”  She yelled.  
 
    
 
   In the distance voices came back.  Cammarry could not understand the words as they were very faint.  
 
    
 
   “Yes!  I understand!”  The woman yelled back.  She then turned around, shut the door in the clear permalloy structure, and then hustled away down one of the walkways.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, you can proceed now,” Shadow urged.  “You must hurry to get to engineering and find that shuttle.”
 
    
 
   “I should probably have just spoken to these people.  They might have helped me,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “That man struck you,” Shadow reminded her.  “He hit you.”
 
    
 
   “I know, but he said something about the fruits and things.  I think he felt threatened.  I would have been wiser to just explain my own ignorance and seek his assistance.  That way….”  Cammarry tried to explain.
 
    
 
   Shadow interrupted.  “Flee!  Flee now.  The people are coming.  You cannot negotiate with these people.  They are coming in anger and malice.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked back, but did not see anyone.  
 
    
 
   “That woman was getting the others.  They know where you are.  You must flee to engineering now!”  Shadow’s voice was in near panic.
 
    
 
   Cammarry assessed the route which had been printed out, and she saw that she would need to exit from the opposite side of the Botanical Solarium, which she now could identify on the map.  She trotted away from the central clear permalloy structure and headed down a row next to some fruit trees that had only tiny white flowers on them, with fingernail sized little dark balls beneath them.
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached the far side of the orchard, and came to the wall.  Looking at the map in her hand, she counted the wall sections, and moved over several rows.  At that point there were trees that had a red and yellow round fruit.  Cammarry picked several of those, smelled them, and placed them in her backpack next to the boxed food rations she had gotten from the ESRC.  
 
    
 
   Seeing a single door set into the wall, Cammarry approached it and compared it to the route that was indicated on the map.  She knew where she was and where she needed to go.  The door was marked, ‘Emergency Exit Only’ in stenciled white lettering.  She pulled on the release levers, but the door did not open.  
 
    
 
   Suddenly there was a shrill siren warbling.  This throbbing noise was immense.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled off her backpack, and extracted the molecular torch.  Setting it on maximum, making sure the connection to the fusion pack was intact, she used the cutting blade and sliced down along the lever side of the door.  The seam parted easily and she kicked the door open.  It felt warm even through her footwear.  
 
    
 
   “You must flee quickly!”  Shadow said.  
 
    
 
   “No, I will seal this door first.  That was important to the safety of that orchard,” Cammarry stated out loud as she stepped through the doorway.  “Never waste a food ration, or any water. I must protect food supplies for these people.”
 
    
 
   “There is no time.  Run away!”  Shadow urged.
 
    
 
   “No.”  Cammarry retrieved the molecular torch, and set it to welding.  She melted several sections of the permalloy door back together with its frame.  “The function of the door is ruined, but the orchard is secure.  I suppose they can cut it open and rebuild the door if they need it to operate.”
 
    
 
   “It will hinder their following you.  Good idea.  Now run away!  Flee!”  Shadow cried.  “You must get to engineering.  Only there can you help the people in Dome 17.  Hurry!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry packed up the molecular torch, and grabbed one of the fruits.  She threw her backpack on and looked around as she walked briskly along.  This hallway, dimly lit, was similar to the typical ones on the Conestoga.  It had short plant and fungus growth on the horizontal surfaces, and some open ventilations ducts where water was dripping down.  
 
    
 
   Taking a bite of the fruit, Cammarry scrunched up her lips.  It was tart and almost bitter, but also had a zesty tang to it.  It was vastly different from the food ration bars she had grown up with, and was not as pungent as the cheese Khin had given her.  It was different too from the other fruit she had eaten, a bit crunchier, and more robust.  She licked her lips as she ate the rest of the fruit.
 
    
 
   Turning a corner, she spotted something written on a wall in neon blue colors.  ‘She walks at midnight, while others sleep.  Beware the company that you keep.  Slumber overtakes you to your fate, she is coming for you, and will not be late.’
 
    
 
   “Shadow?  What does this mean?  Who is she?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  
 
    
 
   “And who can ever sleep in this place?  The light is always the same, this dull glow constantly,” Cammarry said.  “When did I last sleep?  When?”
 
    
 
   There was still no answer from Shadow.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked on, for how long she was not sure.  She checked the map and followed the route that was indicated.  She descended a spiral stairway, which was very slippery and difficult to walk on.  Here she found some of the heaviest foliage yet found in a hallway or staircase.  There also was more dripping water which covered the stairs.  The plants had wound themselves around the handrails, treads, and steps so thickly that it was more of a controlled slide downward, than walking on stairs.  
 
    
 
   “I must sleep,” Cammarry stated as she read the markings on the doors where she exited the stairs.  “Causeway NS209?  I wonder what you once were?”
 
    
 
   The causeway was about ten meters wide, and three meters high.  It felt strangely oppressive as the lights were only on one upper corner, so the whole way was eerily lit in even more gloom than other places had been.  Looking at the doors along the causeway, Cammarry found one which was standing open, but darkness lay beyond it. 
 
    
 
   Flicking on the fusion pack light, she stepped inside and discovered it had once been some kind of office.  Charts and photographs were on the walls.  The ceiling ducts were still covered over by grilles and there was no growth medium or plant life in the small office.  There was an overturned table, two broken chairs, and a davenport along one wall.  The couch was soft and plush material of brown and gray stripes. At the back of the office was a small nook which had a toilet and sink.  Both plumbing fixtures were even operational, although the water pressure was minimal.  That amount of water still seemed like an extravagant luxury to Cammarry.  She drank deeply from the sink.
 
    
 
   “Well, I can at least rest in here,” Cammarry stated as she pushed the manual levers and the door slid into place. 
 
    
 
   She dropped onto the davenport and turned off the fusion pack light.  She almost instantly dropped off to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   7 Near miss
 
    
 
    
 
   “That is the Trading Place,” Khin said as he opened a pressure door.  “I am not sure who will be here, and we have little to trade, so who knows how this will go?”
 
    
 
   Jerome followed Khin into what had once been an entertainment or exercise facility.  It was not a ricochet ball court, but it was clearly some kind of athletic complex, or it had been long ago.  Even in the dim light, Jerome could see that there were old murals painted on the walls which showed people in various states of activity.  There were painting of men running, and women leaping, and children playing.  The murals were old, and the paint was flaking off in many places.  Water running down the walls had ruined parts of them, yet their original high quality was still evident.
 
    
 
   “The whole world is a stage, and all the people mere players in various games,” Jerome said as he admired the artwork.
 
    
 
   “Jerome?”  Sandie asked.  “Anthropologically speaking this is quite revealing.  The artwork shows athletic events called: basketball, soccer, and volleyball.  Those were games that were popular in the era before the Great Event.  This mural suggests that those games were still common when the colony ships were built.  If you desire, I can display a few recordings of actual games.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, we need to find Cammarry,” Jerome replied.  “That is our primary focus, no, it is our only objective now.”
 
    
 
   Looking around, Jerome saw that the area had numerous entrances, and there were booths, tables, and benches with various people sitting on them.  Most were dressed like Khin.  Some held goats that were tied by a cord on a leash.  Others held baskets, or skins, or other items.  There were a few people who were dressed differently than the Goat People Jerome had come to recognize.
 
    
 
   Khin grabbed Jerome by the shoulder and squeezed.  “There are Fruit people over there.  That woman at the center is their leader, Wanda.  I wonder why she is here?”  Khin chuckled a bit, but it was without mirth. He indicated a long table where there were three people sitting.  Each had a large hat, blue clothing, and very similar physical characteristics.  
 
    
 
   “Will they know where engineering is located?”  Jerome asked.  “Have they seen Cammarry?”  
 
    
 
   Khin forced out a laugh.  “How would I know what is in their heads or what they have seen?  We must ask them.  But they are Fruit People, and this is the Trading Place.  Notice how the Goat People trade here.  It is not just for trade between Fruit People and Goat People, but that happens only here.  Only here can we get fruits!”
 
    
 
   Jerome marched over to the table and the three people sitting there, Khin followed and then pushed ahead.  He bowed low and stated in a formal voice, “Fruit People, may I speak with you?”
 
    
 
   The woman at the center replied, “Man from the Goat People, yes, you may speak to us.  What have you to trade?  Services or products?”
 
    
 
   “It is a good day to trade….”  Khin began.  
 
    
 
   Jerome interrupted, “My companion Cammarry is missing and is heading for engineering.  Have you seen her?”  
 
    
 
   “You are not of the Goat People,” the woman commented.  She stood and looked over Jerome with scrutiny.  “Who are you?”
 
    
 
   “Excuse me.  I am Jerome.  I have come with Khin here seeking your help and your wisdom.  Will you help me?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I am Wanda of the Fruit People.  You are not of the Goat People, nor do I believe you are of the Chicken people.  I am unsure of your kind.  Therefore, you are not a person, but a wanderer,” Wanda stated flatly.  “We do not trade with wanderers.”
 
    
 
   Khin smiled a huge, but empty grin.  “This man is a wizard and we are on a quest.  The Old One sent him here.”
 
    
 
   Wanda’s deep brown eyes peered out from under the hat.  “Some say the Old One was a wizard himself once.  Other say his is mad.  Still others say he is a savior like the Heroic Thirteen.  I will consider this.”  Her black hair was thick and hung around her oval shaped face.  She steepled her fingers together, closed her eyes, and sat quietly.
 
    
 
   There was an uncomfortable and prolonged silence.  
 
    
 
   After a while, Wanda opened her eyes.  She looked intently at Jerome and then paused for a moment before she turned and addressed Khin.  
 
    
 
   “This man of the Goat People claims you are a wizard,” Wanda finally said.  “Some time ago I would have laughed about wizards, but then the world shook.  We had many fruits damaged and dislodged by that incident, and had to salvage the fruits to prevent loss.  We made dried fruits, jams, and fruit squares.  As you can see, we are still offering those for trade, even though they are not up to our usual standard of excellence.  They are safe, and healthy, but not especially tasty.  I wonder what caused that shaking of the whole world.”
 
    
 
   She swept her arm over the bowls on the table.  They contained the dried fruit bits and other items.  Toward the end of the table were bowls with whole fruits piled up in them.  Jerome was surprised at how colorful the whole fruits were, even in the dim light.
 
    
 
   “These are fruits?”  Jerome asked, trying to divert the conversation.
 
    
 
   Sandie stated ever so quietly in Jerome’s ear piece from the com-link, “This is very exciting.  Yes, these are fruits, and fruit products. They indicate a greater level of biodiversity than I conjectured we would find.  I expected to find a single, or perhaps two kinds of fruit, but these indicate multiple varieties.  Fruit of these types requires more than aeroponics can provide.  So there must be suitable soil of some kind on the needle ship.  Additionally, to pollinate most fruit trees, bees are required.  Those insects will use pollen-bearing bouquets from other fruit trees.  Most times staying within their own specific variety of fruit.  However, from observations made here, I can tell that there are multiple fruits which have been bred together to form trees.  Those trees produce food which contains combined varieties into one fruit.  There are records describing some ‘poly-specific’ fruit. It is thrilling to see these, and my conjectures on your and Cammarry’s survival have improved.”
 
    
 
   Khin looked imploringly at Jerome. He had apparently heard Sandie, even though to Jerome her voice was very quiet. 
 
    
 
   Wanda looked up at Jerome.  Her dark eyes imploring.  “Yes, the shaking of the world.  Were you badly affected by that?”
 
    
 
   “Well… That shaking of the world, as you call it, well…. my companion and I were responsible for that situation,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “I knew that from your eyes already.  Had you lied to me, that would have been the end of our trading.  Perhaps the end of you as well.  A paring knife can cut a throat as easily as remove a pit.  However, you seem an honorable man.  You were not insulted by the truth, and we all know that liars are not worthy of notice or attention,” Wanda said.  
 
    
 
   Khin interjected, “Our usual trade items: fine leather, work leather, kidskin, jerky, cheeses, and dried goat meat will be coming as usual.  The shaking of the world did not mess up our food making.” Khin sighed and chuckled at the same time in relief.  “For now, we just need your permission to pass through to the Chicken People.  May we do that?”
 
    
 
   “Do you know the way to engineering?”  Jerome asked.  “That was where Cammarry is heading.  I want to meet her there.  We need to find and use some equipment, especially communication equipment.”
 
    
 
   “Like the way you can speak to some system through your ear piece?”  Wanda asked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome unconsciously touched his ear, and nodded.  “You understand technology?”
 
    
 
   “Understand?”  Wanda asked in a mocking tone.  “Do you accuse me of being a wizard?”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed. “You are leader of the Fruit People; how could you be a wizard?”
 
    
 
   “Indeed, how could I be a wizard?”  Wanda added her own chuckle to Khin laughter.  “Do I understand technology?  No.  Do I use technology? Yes.  We have what you might call technology in our orchard.  Just as Khin’s Goat People have technology to make cheeses, meats, and leather, we have technology to assist in growing and using fruits.  Fruit squares do not just fall off the tree.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds like a metaphor,” Jerome commented and gave Wanda a slight smile.  “May I ask what it means?”
 
   
“You just asked.  It means, that making fruit squares is a chore.  It takes the whole tree’s cycle: dirt, water, light, bees, and much more.  Everything from pollination to harvest and then to the drying method itself.  The saying means there are a lot of steps and a process has to be followed.  It is a job to make fruit squares, much more involved than just picking and eating.  Basically it means, to reach a goal, diligent work must be done.”  Wanda held up her hand and paused while she considered what to say next.  “Now about your companion.  I assume she was dressed as you are?  And that she spoke with an unusual dialect, as you do?  And that she may not have understood the ways of the Fruit People?  Am I correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Revealing.  Truly revealing.  Then I will need to apologize to Karmel.  He is one of the workers in the orchard.  I received word that he was taken to the infirmary for eye injuries, and was ranting and raving about some mystery woman.  He claims to have met such a woman, not long ago.  She was described in ways that fit you and your style.  I thought perhaps, in addition to the light burns on his eyes, he had been under the growth globe too long and was out of his mind.  I am revising my thinking on that, now that I have encountered you.  There is substance to his tale.  He is the only one to have seen her, but it must have been true.  This crazy female wizard could have killed Karmel, but did not. Karmel blames himself.  He told me that she was not in her right mind.  He said he should have been more compassionate.”
 
    
 
   “I apologize for any trouble she caused.  I hope your worker will recover and heal quickly,” Jerome said honestly.
 
    
 
   “Yes, he will recover.  The injury was not severe, and we know how to use ointments to sooth the eyes,” Wanda stated.  
 
    
 
   “I am glad he will recover.  Will you take me to where she was seen?”  Jerome asked eagerly.  He had briefly considered offering the use of the medical kit, but hearing that the man would recover he refrained from suggesting that.  
 
    
 
   “No.  The orchard has been thoroughly searched and she is not there.  No one but the orchard workers are allowed entry.  Bogart will be furious to know Karmel’s account of an interloper was actually true.  Even more than me, he was hoping it was a wild fantasy caused by overexposure to the light.”  Wanda studied her fingers for a moment.  She picked up a dried fruit chunk and took a small bite.  Then she continued.  “However, I will allow you to use the bypass passages around the orchard.  Goat People are not allowed to trespass there, but for you two I grant an exemption.  If she is indeed headed to the Chicken People, that will be your fastest way to catch up to her.  I have heard the old tales of places called engines, which sounds similar to the place you named engineering.  The legends say that place is beyond the Chicken People’s land.  The land you seek is at the end of the world.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Wanda,” Jerome said heartily.  “I appreciate it.”
 
    
 
   Khin pulled out several packages of dried meat from his pouch.  “May I trade this for some of the fruits?  I know it is not a standard trade, but I have not had fruits for some time, and it smells and looks so good.”
 
    
 
   Wanda considered the meat.  She pushed it back to Khin.  “You offer quality meat for these fruit squares which came from the shaking of the world.  That is not a fair trade.  My produce is inferior to yours.  So no trade.”
 
    
 
   One of the other Fruit People leaned over and quietly spoke into Wanda’s ear.  She nodded.  
 
    
 
   “I have a proposition instead.  You will take these fruit squares; all you can carry.  You will eat them instead of your quality goat meat.  When you come to the Chicken People, you will trade quality goat meat for chicken jerky and eggs.  You will get a premium on your goat meats as Chicken People seldom see that.  You will return to me with the proceeds of that trade.  That is the deal I offer for you.  Passage to the Chicken People on the condition of trade.”
 
    
 
   Khin’s eyes lit up.  “Yes, that is a very good trade.  Thank you!”
 
    
 
   “But make sure there is no Hidden Tricks,” Wanda stated with an air of authority.  
 
    
 
   “No Hidden Tricks,” Khin replied.  “Those are bad for everyone.”
 
    
 
   “Hidden Trick?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “You need to go, the man from the Goat People can explain.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  Thank you so very much for your assistance,” Jerome thanked her profusely.  
 
    
 
   “Lead them to the passage, and return here.  Other traders may come, so I will remain here,” Wanda commanded the person next to her.  
 
    
 
   The person said nothing, but she got up and gestured to Khin and Jerome.  They followed her out of the trading place which had once been a recreation facility.  They left via a door on the opposite end of the large room.  The woman leading them took a few steps along the hallway, and then opened a door in the side wall.  She just pointed down another dim and gloomy stairway. 
 
    
 
   “Is this the way to the bypass that leads us to the Chicken People?”  Jerome asked.  “Do you know if engineering has a shuttle or other equipment?” 
 
    
 
   The woman looked at him with a mixture of disgust and anger.  Her voice was filled with contempt.  “Now you go two levels down.  Follow the hallway until you get to the causeway.  Turn right and continue on the main path.  The tiny side paths are not for you, so stay off of them.  The main path is wide and easy to see.  If you get lost, it is on your own head.  Stay on the way and you will go to the trading place of the Chicken People.” She just turned, and walked away.
 
    
 
   “Thank you!”  Jerome called.  
 
    
 
   The woman flipped her hand up in a dismissive gesture and just kept going.
 
    
 
   “Come now, my friend,” Khin laughed as he walked down the stairway.  “We have passed a large obstacle and were even blessed in the passage.  He took a bite of a fruit square and licked his lips noisily.  
 
    
 
   “Khin?  What did she mean by the Hidden Trick?”  Jerome asked as he stepped down on the moss covered stairs.  
 
    
 
   “A wizard who knows not of the Hidden Trick?”  Khin shook his head from side to side.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?”  Sandie interjected through the com-link.  “I have refrained from conversing while you were in discussion with those other people.  I am not sure how they would respond to my presence, even Wanda who sensed the technology.  My conjectures were that they would not respond favorably.”
 
    
 
   “That is fine Sandie,” Jerome said.  “I am still unsure what the Hidden Trick is.  Any ideas?”
 
    
 
   “No need to ask your spirit-ghost.  The Hidden Trick is when a trade looks good, but ends up bad because the other trader gives you spoiled or rotting foods.  The Hidden Trick!  Everyone knows it, and those who try it end up never trading again, if they keep their lives.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome,” Sandie replied. “That sounds like the rumors and stories which circulated just before the Great Event.  There was a nation state named Huaxia, although that name is unclear from the records, which was accused of selling products that had polluted or noxious components which were not disclosed to the buyers.  The database is limited, but the basic premise was that the nation state, Huaxia, was willing to distribute those toxic products all around the world in exchange for financial gain.  They attempted to hide the toxins from public knowledge. References are best documented in noxious gases that were embedded in products which were traded from the nation state named Huaxia to its trade partners in the early 21st century.  Dumping of pollutants led to an international crisis not long before the Great Event.  It may all be legendary, or there may be other factors which are lost to us now.”
 
    
 
   “That is horrible,” Jerome said. 
 
    
 
   “The Hidden Trick!”  Khin laughed and laughed.  “Your spirt-ghost knows of it, although the names are strange.” 
 
    
 
   “I will beware any kind of shenanigans like that,” Jerome commented.  “Sandie, will you please help me watch out for toxins, or other adverse situations?”

“Yes, Jerome.  I am already doing that.  I am limited to audio and visual clues,” Sandie replied.  “I can give you my visual report on the fruits which we observed back in what was called the Trading Place.”
 
    
 
   They reached the level two decks down from where they had been.  Khin led them into a small hallway.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, that will be helpful.  Thank you.  I guess I do not understand biology very well.  How can fruit be grown in this spaceship?  I thought the habitats were where we would encounter biological ecosystems, or I guess on that planet were are orbiting.”
 
    
 
   “Obviously the growth medium that the captain spread was not the only way to have plants grow here.  The fruits which we observed on the table in the Trading Place were not in my data base, but I have conjectured their origins.  To pollinate most fruit trees, bees are needed to fly from one tree to another as pollinators.  I have observed several species of bee on the Conestoga.  The best conjecture I have about the fruits are that they are a hybrid of several different varieties. Peaches, apricots, plums, limes, and perhaps others.  A full tissue analysis would render much more information, but I am only able to report on the visual observations, and those were made under less than ideal conditions.  The slightly fuzzy skin, is like that of an apricot, the size and shape conforms as well to those four varieties. The colorations suggest a combination as well.  The conjecture is that these fruits would grow on semi-dwarf sized tress.  Those trees would be roughly five meters tall as well as having a five-meter spread.  Those are just conjectures, but that is the size each tree would be.”
 
    
 
   “Wanda mentioned an orchard.  That was a term for a collection of trees, right?  How could an orchard be in here?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, an orchard is a group of trees, or an area of land dedicated to the refinement of trees, usually those that bear fruit or nuts.  The fruits exist, that is a fact.  The people have survived and it appears they have used fruits as a food staple.  Wanda stated there is an orchard, so one does exist.  The size would have to fit within the needle ship’s configuration, but that is certainly large enough to host some kind of significant place for an orchard.”  Sandie sounded satisfied, but then continued.  “It would be really fascinating to assess the orchard that Wanda spoke about.  I would love to see the engineering involved, from growth lights, to soils, to the hybrid trees and their life cycles.  She mentioned technology, and I am eager to encounter that.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stopped for a moment and leaned against the wall.  “Sandie?  If you see an access port, I will jack a cable in and you can see if you can find out all those things.  However, I think our first priority must be to relocate Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “I know that is right!”  Sandie stated.     
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped away from the wall, but looked at it. “Causeway NS209?  This must be the bypass passage.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed.  “What else would it be?  She said it would be here, and it is here.  Yet you are surprised?”  
 
    
 
   Jerome reached into his backpack and started to pull out his fusion pack.
 
    
 
   “No need for wizard light.  I can see well enough for us both, even though this passage is a bit darker,” Khin stated.  “Just follow me and we will walk to the Chicken People.”
 
    
 
   “Lead on, bright eyes,” Jerome teased.  
 
    
 
   The causeway was about ten meters wide, and three meters high.  It had an oppressive feel.  The overhead lights were only along one upper corner of the irregular wall, right where it met the ceiling.   To Jerome, the whole way was indistinct, but there was the usual plant growth.  They walked for a good distance, but all looked very much the same.  At one point, Jerome and Khin walked past one door that was somewhat open.  Darkness lay beyond it.  Neither took any notice of that one threshold.
 
    
 
   Through that doorway was a small office where Cammarry was sleeping soundly.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   8 finding the chicken people
 
    
 
    
 
   Cammarry awoke.  “Jerome?”  She mumbled in her sleepy state.
 
    
 
   “No, but I am with you,” Shadow stated.  
 
    
 
   “I should never have gone off alone, and especially not without the com-link.  What was I thinking?”
 
    
 
   “It is not your fault.  You were injured and did the best you could do.  You were focused on saving Dome 17, and you still can.  You need to get to engineering and find the right communication equipment,” Shadow insisted. “There is still time for those fifteen hundred people.” 
 
    
 
   “I think I should go back and find Jerome,” Cammarry said as she used the small toilet.  “We are better when we work together.  I need to get in touch with Sandie as well.”
 
    
 
   “The radiation is in the way.  The radiation prevents that,” Shadow reminded her. 
 
    
 
   “Being an AI from the Conestoga, you can lead me around that, right?”  Cammarry asked.  “You should have deck plans, and schematics, and sensors.  How connected into the nonphysicality are you?  What other systems can you access?”
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  
 
    
 
   “Shadow?  Shadow?  Please answer me!”  Cammarry pleaded.  
 
    
 
   There was no reply.
 
    
 
   “I have lost Jerome, and also Sandie, and now Shadow too?”  Cammarry murmured to herself.  She opened her backpack and took out a box.  She opened it and ate the food which had been in suspended animation.  It was labeled ‘Turkey Shredded w/Gravy & Diced Potatoes’ which meant nothing to her.  When she opened the container, it got warm, and a pleasant aroma filled the office.  The food was thicker and more textured than she was familiar with, but its taste was not bad.  It was moister than the typical food ration bars.  She ate the entire serving and drank her fill of water.  
 
    
 
   “Now I will continue to engineering.  Radiation behind me, the unknown ahead of me, I wish Jerome could tell me one of his figures of speech to inspire me,” Cammarry said as she gathered all her gear.
 
    
 
   She proceeded into Causeway NS209.  She was unable to tell that Jerome and Chin had passed through there only a few hours before.  She came to a junction, where the lighting was better, although still dim.  To the left or to the right?  She consulted her map which showed the route to engineering.  Following the route, she took the right hand passage.  Had she taken the left, she may have encountered Jerome and Khin as they paused at a cross passage some distance away to refill their water supplies.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked and as she did, she kept track of the route she was following.  When she came to a large foyer, she stopped and looked for any signs of what the place had been. The room was damaged. There were charred black marks on several of the walls where some kind of explosive had gone off in the distant past.  The darkness of an open elevator door marred the surface of the wall.  The shaft was now empty, for the elevator car was lodged there, but without any light inside of it. 
 
    
 
   In a neon blue paint, someone had hand sprayed a message across the wall near where an elevator door was standing open.   It said, ‘Beware Chicken People.’ 
 
    
 
   “I am looking for engineering, not Chicken People, but Khin spoke of them.”  She patted the weapon holstered on her belt.  “I will find engineering, and make the connections that need to be made.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you will.  I am confident of that,” Shadow stated.  
 
    
 
   “So at this location you can speak to me,” Cammarry observed.  “Your systems must be limited.  We lose contact at times.”
 
    
 
   “I do not want us to lose contact, but yes we do,” Shadow stated.  “I am trying to be there more and more for you.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked around to evaluate the surroundings.  There were some odd projections next to the open elevator doors.  The elevator car was stopped partway between the decks.  She could see the blank floor of the car as she looked inside.  It was not covered in the pale green mossy growth, and it also had no light source at the top of the elevator.  The shaft was hidden from view by the lower extensions of the car.  Those side walls were fitted so tightly and sealed against the shaft, that Cammarry wondered how the car could move.  Peering at that part, she could see scrapes and gouges in the permalloy.
 
    
 
   “Something really hard made those,” Cammarry muttered.  “I wonder what propels the car in this elevator?  What power source can cause that mush stress on permalloy?”
 
    
 
   She decided to try connecting her fusion pack into the wall near where the graffiti was located.  It took her a while to locate an access port.  “I wish I could plug a cable in here and have Sandie assess this part of the nonphysicality.  There might be a record, or log, of this elevator’s events.”
 
    
 
   The fusion pack activated some flickering lights around the wall, and the elevator doors, which had been open, suddenly slammed shut with a resounding clang.  A blue light came on, in the shape of a hand, and that was near to where the elevator door had shut.  Another light came on, about three meters away, and it was yellow colored and circular.  Then a flashing red light began to pulse along the edge between the floor and the wall where the elevator was located.  The pulsing red light was slow and rhythmic.  
 
    
 
   “Shadow?  What does all this mean?  You are an AI, or synthetic brain from the Conestoga, so tell me what this is all about?”
 
    
 
   “I am unable to process your inquiry,” Shadow stated.  “I am unable…”
 
    
 
   “What does that mean?  Is your system shutting down?  Are you losing connection?  What is happening with you?”  Cammarry asked. “Are you under an attack?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked closely at the route she had in her hand.  There was a symbol which looked like a miniature version of the hand which glowed in blue.  There were a few other symbols right in light with that first one.  The throbbing red light made reading the map difficult, so Cammarry unjacked the fusion pack from the access port.  The red light faded a bit, and the flashing slowed down.  Then it faded more, and got slower and slower.  Finally, it faded out completely and was extinguished.  Yet, the blue hand symbol and the yellow circle continued to glow.  
 
    
 
   “There must be some energy ultra-capacitors, or cells, or old batteries connected to the nonphysicality here.  The wall is holding some kind of power charge.  Sandie could have told me all about it.”  Cammarry walked over and placed her hand on the blue lighted symbol.  A different set of elevator doors opened, and the yellow circular symbol shifted to a different shape.  The shape was a triangle with its apex pointing downward.  
 
    
 
   “The route shows what might be a descent here. If I am reading it correctly.”
 
    
 
   She walked over to the newly opened elevator and peered inside.  There was a foul odor which emanated from there.  The smell was somewhat like burned circuitry, but also had a more pungent and stinging sensation on her nose. As she looked more closely she could see a pile of various items stacked against the back of the elevator. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry set her backpack down, so that it blocked the doors from closing, and stepped closer to the junk pile.  There she found a broken heavy-weight light with the remains of a lufi-amalgam battery.  Some kind of headgear was there, with muffs that would fit over one’s ears.  The foam around the edges of those was crumbling off., and a cable with frayed end dangled from the headset.  There was a container of six, hand span-sized cylinders marked, ‘Sir John Falstaff’ and a bright green colored permalloy pry-bar which was sticking out of a crushed gray plastic box.  The old label on the box was in tatters.  Under all that, was a pile of malodorous cloth in browns, greens, and grays.
 
    
 
   Turning around, Cammarry could see a column of buttons next to the inside wall of the elevator.  The buttons all had symbols on them, but in the dimness it was hard to make out what they were.  
 
    
 
   “The other elevator had much better lighting.”  She turned the fusion pack light on which improved the illumination the interior of the elevator. 
 
    
 
   Unexpectedly, a few grayish furry things rushed away and out the door.
 
    
 
   “Rats again,” Cammarry stated as she recalled what they looked like from her previous encounters with them.  “Fear not!  Do not be frightened little animals.  I am not here hunting you.  I will not hurt you.”  She thought of Khin, and a small smile came to her face.  “He would laugh right now, if he were here.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry again looked at the column of buttons.  Each one had a different symbol on it, but none had actual writing, just like the previous times she had seen the inside of an elevator on the Conestoga.  There were a total of sixteen buttons in the column, again very much like what she had seen before, but here none of the buttons were illuminated from behind. 
 
    
 
   “I am going to assume that there is a structural correlation between these buttons, and the actual decks on the ship.”  Cammarry put her finger in her mouth as she pondered which button to activate.  “The map shows three symbols here at this location, so where are they on the column?”
 
    
 
   “What were they like in Dome 17?”  Shadow asked.    
 
    
 
   “Who?”
 
    
 
   “Elevators.  What were they like back home?” Shadow asked.  
 
    
 
   “We mostly used stairs, but the restricted upper levels could have been accessed by lifts.  The levels in Dome 17, both above ground and below ground were numbered.  By the way, you should be able to tell me what these symbols mean.”
 
    
 
   “I am unable to visualize them,” Shadow stated.  
 
    
 
   “Well, three symbols on the map, match three here on the column of buttons.  I will try the lowest one.  That might be the closest to the exterior hull.”
 
    
 
   “Unless the decks alter gravity manipulation at some point,” Shadow replied.  “That is a consideration.”
 
    
 
   “Do you know if the elevator has altered gravity on certain levels?  What information do you have on that?  What is your function on the Conestoga?  What schematics can you provide?”  
 
    
 
   “I am unable to process your inquiry.  I apologize for any difficulty this might cause.  I am only trying to help,” Shadow relayed.  “I am unable to process your inquiry.”
 
    
 
   “Unsophisticated and impaired system, thank you for trying. I rather thought that was what you would say.  I guess I am lucky to even get to interface with you at all, from the damage I have seen that was done to the artificial intelligence systems, and their physical components.  Your physical attributes must be in some other location, and not part of that graveyard Khin took us through.”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “Well, three symbols.  Three buttons.  Maybe it is a code or key of some kind?  Shadow?  Can that be?”
 
    
 
   Again there was no response.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached out and pressed the button on the very bottom of the column.  It was the same symbol that was on the map, only on the map it was on the left side of the three symbols and just to the right of the hand symbol.  
 
    
 
   There was a negative function buzz.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked down and realized her backpack was still blocking the doors.  She pulled it in, and suddenly the lights came on overhead with a brilliant sheen.   The doors hissed shut.  The elevator descended at a rapid rate.  Cammarry braced herself in the corner. “This is way too fast of a drop!”   
 
    
 
   Cammarry was lifted slightly off the deck from the rapid acceleration downward.  She held onto a handrail on the side of the elevator, but with her other hand pressed another button on the column.  It was the second one which matched the symbols on her map.  The button lit up from behind in a pink glow, and the first button she had pushed started blinking rapidly in yellow.  The acceleration continued, and the elevator car jerked and bucked.   The junk pile, as well as her backpack skittered around the floor of the elevator.  
 
    
 
   “Well, one more match!”  Cammarry said and slapped the third button with the last matching symbol.  
 
    
 
   The column of buttons shined in blue, and the jerking, bucking, and acceleration stopped.  The elevator was descending, but at a reasonable rate.  Cammarry bent her knees to absorb some of the inertial forces that were affecting her body.  She smiled as she felt things were again under control.  Her peace did not last long.  She felt an unexpected lurch and a change in direction of movement, with a bit of a spinning sensation.  The lights all flickered and briefly went dark. The elevator continued its wild’s ride. Then Cammarry felt herself rising, but her senses were a bit overwhelmed and it was unclear what direction she was moving.  She again braced herself tightly into the corner.  
 
    
 
   The dim lights came back on, and a moment later, the elevator came to a stop, and the doors opened with a grinding noise.   
 
    
 
   “Doooduuu.  Baalk Beeegook Buuk!” 
 
    
 
   “What?  Who is there?”  Cammarry said as she stepped out from the elevator. 
 
    
 
   “This is a new place,” Shadow stated quietly.   
 
    
 
   “Yes it is.  Tell me where I am, please!  Have I followed the route?”
 
    
 
   Shadow did not respond.
 
    
 
   A brownish gray blur ran across the hallway a few meters away from where Cammarry stepped from the elevator.  The opening to the elevator whizzed shut behind her.  Looking back, she could not tell where the elevator door had been.  She looked again and then gazed all around.  The walls of the hallway were a deep blue color, at least as seen in the dim light.  The floor was covered with patchy areas of the pale green mossy plants.  Some spots of the permalloy floor were exposed and free from the growth medium.  
 
    
 
   “Dooduuu.  Buuk!?”  More noises came from down the hallway.
 
    
 
   Looking that direction, Cammarry saw a strange creature run on two legs from one open doorway, across the hall and into a ventilation duct opening.  It was not a goat or a rat. 
 
    
 
   “Now what was that?”  Cammarry called.  “A new animal, the chicken?”
 
    
 
   Another of the creatures appeared and turned in the middle of the hallway.  Unlike the other one, this one stood looking at Cammarry.  It was about one-meter-tall and stood on two yellowish colored legs which ended in odd pointy toes.  Its overall color was brownish-grey, but unlike the goats this animal did not have fur.  It had a different kind of stuff coming off its skin on most of its body, but the legs, and conical face were bare of the stuff that was not hair, or fur.  Its pale, greenish-yellow eyes were wide circles on its gray skinny face.  It stared at her with interest, curiosity, and a level of intelligence.  The end of its nose was brighter yellow than its feet, and the nose looked pointed and bulged out a bit from the face.  
 
    
 
   “Duudooo, baaakaak.” The animal made noises, which were vastly different from the goat sounds.  As it turned its head, Cammarry could see that the colors on its face and nose were diverse shades of green, black, and yellow on its pointy knob.  “Deoodiooo” it clacked again.   No one would mistake this creature’s vocalization for a human, while occasionally goats did sound like people.  The goats could sound just like humans screaming in agony.  
 
    
 
   “You are beautiful and so very strange,” Cammarry said out load.  She took a step toward the beast.  
 
    
 
   The animal squawked and moved some short appendages on its sides which were covered by the stuff that was not fur.  It bolted and rushed away quickly.  The rear portion of the animal had a thick tuft jutting out rather like a tail.  Its two muscular legs swiftly carried it along as it ducked its head down and disappeared around a corner.
 
    
 
   “My you are a speedy one.  Now what would John say?  He taught us that fur, hair, scales, and feather were the coverings over the integument of animals.  So are those scales or feathers?”    
 
    
 
   “Scales?  Heavens no.  Chickens are covered in feathers,” a voice said from the side. “Who are you and why do you not know that?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned and faced a man holding long rod of permalloy.  His face was a mix of emotions.  “Why are you disturbing the chicken hatchery?”
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   Jerome and Khin traveled along the bypass corridor.  At times it felt to Jerome like an endless walk through never changing dim corridors of mossy, smelly, and dank rot.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Any luck with locating Cammarry or anything else we are trying?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am sorry to report that no progress has been made in any of the areas where I am working.  There was no sign of the Dome 17 teleportation signal.  I have not been able to conjecture more ways to boost detection.  I have not found any way to enhance the scanning ability from the scout ship to allow for observation of Cammarry,” Sandie the AI replied.  “I am tracking your progress using the com-link as a reference.  I did recently attempt thirty-seven different ways to expand my presence in the nonphysicality and link or couple to any of the Conestoga’s systems, but all those efforts failed succeed.”
 
    
 
   “So you did not bear fruit?”  Khin asked as he took another bite from a fruit bar.  He then giggled at his own wit.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, you have not failed us.  You only discovered another thirty-seven ways that do not work.  Keep trying,” Jerome stated. “We will find Cammarry, and maybe somewhere on this old ship we will find what we need to succeed.  Thank you for all your efforts.”
 
    
 
   “It is good of you to say that,” Sandie replied.  “I will continue in my efforts.  I also am constantly monitoring your own progress and keeping a visual and auditory record of this adventure.  I only wish Cammarry had kept her com-link with her.  That would have allowed for us to resolve this situation much more easily.”
 
    
 
   “I agree.”
 
    
 
   They walked in silence, and passed down several stairways, and up a widely curving ramp.  
 
    
 
   “We are approaching the next trading place,” Khin stated.
 
    
 
   “How can you tell?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I see the signs of it.  You do not?”  Khin laughed.
 
    
 
   There were large doors ahead of them which were much more massive than what they had encountered before.  They were ten meters high and when open, about five meters wide.  They retracted back in sections which folded onto themselves.  Above the big doors was an inscription molded into the permalloy, ‘Recreation Rink Amphitheatre.’
 
    
 
   “This is where the Chicken People trade with the Fruit People,” Khin said.  “Neither you nor I are considered as in their sept, at least to these people.  We are not the same major people group.”
 
    
 
   “So now we make friend with them,” Jerome stated.  “A stranger is just a friend I have not met yet.”
 
    
 
   “They will think you a strange, very strange, stranger.  Khin smiled broadly.  “At least I have something to trade.”
 
    
 
   As they entered the large Recreation Rink Amphitheatre, Jerome noted the Fruit People, wearing their trademark hats, were hauling baskets filled with fruits and fruit products.  They all had a very similar physical look about them: deep brown eyes, thick black hair hanging around their oval shaped faces.  The Fruit People had tables lined on one side of the large area, while there were booths on the opposite side where a differently dressed group of people stood or sat.
 
    
 
   The Chicken People varied in appearance from the Goat People and the Fruit People.  They still all had dark, most often silky black, colored hair, and brown eyes, but they cut their hair much shorter.  Their garments were different as well.  They did not have the hats that the Fruit People wore.  Instead, they had heavy coverings over their legs.  The pants were of gray and black colors, and had large open pockets on the sides.  Their shirts were dull white colored with stripes around the sleeves.
 
    
 
   “Now I must make the trade Wanda and I agreed about,” Khin was very excited.  “I give you the rest of these fruit squares.  I have eaten my fill.  Now I trade my quality goat meat for chicken jerky and eggs.  That is the deal I agreed with Wanda to make.”  Khin pressed the remaining fruit bars, squares, into Jerome’s hands.  “You can use them to get the information you need.  I hope you find your wizard friend.”
 
    
 
   “Khin?  You are leaving me?”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed, but with some remorse.  “I have had enough of these wizard quests, for now.  My mother told me it is better to keep the small rat in your hand, than to chase the fat goat into the Burning Netherworld.”
 
    
 
   “Well, I understand that parable, I think,” Jerome answered.  “Thank you for your assistance and help.”
 
    
 
   Khin looked at Jerome, laughed again and said, “Trade fair today, live life that way.”  He started to go and then turned back.  “You may be a wizard, but you are also people.  Never forget you have a home with the Goat People.  Also, when you get to that engineered place, engineering, engines, or whatever, beware. Fear cubie red, it makes you dead.  Cubie green a good machine.  Cubie Blue knows what to do.”  He said this final part with utter seriousness.
 
    
 
   “Thank you again, Khin.”  Jerome watched as Khin walked over to one of the trading booths and started to unload his goat products.  Many of the Chicken People gathered around him and he was the center of attention in the Recreation Rink Amphitheatre.  
 
    
 
   “You are not a Goat Person, even though that laughing one says you are,” a man said from the side.
 
    
 
   “I am Jerome.  He has called me a wizard, and now a Goat Person, but I am by occupation an adventurer,” Jerome said as he looked at the man.  
 
    
 
   “Adventurer?  Not much of a vocation there.  Adventures are the things of stories.  You cannot eat a story.  I am Dick of the Chicken People.  I am arbiter of the trades here, although there is seldom much of a need for arbitration.”  Dick smiled broadly which revealed that several of his teeth were missing, and others were of poor condition.
 
    
 
   “I am looking to trade, in a way, but I need information, not physical items,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “Information can be traded, but you will get what you pay for.”  Dick walked over and sat down at a booth.  He gestured for Jerome to join him. “Now what information are you after?”
 
    
 
   Jerome was distracted by some oohs and awes that came from the group of people haggling with Khin.  He then turned back to address Dick.  “I need to get to engineering.  I have a companion who is headed there and we need to meet.”
 
    
 
   Dick looked at his fingers, and picked at something from under his thumbnail.  “I know of a place called engineering.  My brother Fedders is there now.  He runs the brooder where the chicks are hatched.  Actually he runs the whole hatchery: the brooder, the egg separator, and the mating place.  He is good at keeping the rats away.”
 
    
 
   “Excuse me, but what does that have to do with engineering?”  Jerome inquired.  
 
    
 
   “Did I not say?”  Dick looked puzzled. “The hatchery is right in front of engineering.  Or at least it is in front of the doors that we call engineering.  I have never seen those doors opened.  My parents told me it was engineering behind those doors, but they were not able to get those doors open either.  The legend says the Thirteen Heroes sealed those doors, but now people say it was some traveling wizards.  Only thing I know for sure is where the doors are.  I do not know what is behind them.”
 
    
 
   “Will you take me to those doors?”
 
    
 
   “Now you have asked me for a service, not information.  You have not even paid for the information.  Son, you need to know about trading, and to know the differences between a service, information, and a payment.  I will give you the information for free.  I am not sure what good it is anyway, but a service does not come free.  I learned that, back when I was a youngster.  My first job was assembling crates to carry eggs.  It took me sixteen connections to weave one of those crates together.  That was all done so I could carry eggs up here for trade.  What did I get for that work?  Just five fruit bites.  All that work, for five fruit bites.  Yes, I learned the value of hard work.  Of course, that was back fifty years ago.  My mother and father were born just after the insurrection, when the times were really hard.  The whole world was a mess.  I sort of thought it was happening again, some days ago, when the whole world shook and quaked.  We lost several corridors.  They are part of the netherworld now.  Chickens died, but fortunately no people were there when the pressure doors blew out.  We could see the mess through the windows.  Chicken gizzards all over the walls, and floating around.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled off his backpack, and took out the fruit squares he had gotten from Khin.  “My friend Khin has goat products, but he and Wanda, provided me with these fruit bars.  Can I use them to hire you to take me to this engineering place?”
 
    
 
   Dick looked at the items as Jerome set them down on the counter at the booth.  “My eyes are not so good anymore, but these do not look like the right color for fruit squares, and calling them bars, well I just do not know.  Are you pulling a Hidden Trick?”
 
    
 
   “Wanda made these.  She said they came from fruit that was wounded, when the world shook.  I know nothing about what is in them, or what they are made from, or how they were made.  Wanda gave them to Khin, and he gave them to me.  I have eaten a few, and I am not sick, but that is all I can tell you.”
 
    
 
   “Wounded fruit?”  Dick looked at Jerome in an odd way.  “I have heard of damaged fruit, or rotten fruit, or unripe fruit.  I am not sure what wounded fruit is.”
 
    
 
   “I think she used a different term, sorry.  I am not familiar with fruit and how to describe it.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?”  Sandie whispered in tones barely audible to Jerome.  “Wanda stated, ‘We had many fruits damaged and dislodged by that incident, and had to salvage the fruits to prevent loss.’  I hope this helps in your negotiation.”
 
    
 
   Dick’s eyes grew wide.  “You have a spirit-ghost.  There must be truth to the stories about wizards.  This puts a different egg in my basket.”
 
    
 
   “Will you take me to engineering?  Or to this hatchery place you speak about?  You can have all the fruit bars, or squares I have.  It is imperative that I get there are quickly as possible.  My companion Cammarry was injured and she is heading there.  My only hope is for you to help me.”
 
    
 
   “I see this is also a matter of the heart.  Yes, I will take you to the chicken hatchery.  Come, let us go now.”  Dick waved at another of the Chicken People who came and took away the fruit squares Jerome had offered.  
 
    
 
   “Farewell, Khin!”  Jerome called.  Khin did not respond, but his laughter was still ringing in the trading place as Jerome followed Dick out the doors at the rear.  
 
    
 
   “Our land is more vertical than it is horizontal.  This top part of our land is where we do trading.  The levels above us are wilderness, and only feral rats, goats, cavies, and a crazy chicken might go there.  Below us is the level for our homes, and for the hatchery.  These stairs will lead us there.”
 
    
 
   Dick stepped lively down the well wore stairs.  There was no plant life or even any of the growth medium on the stairs.  Jerome was surprised to see that, and the permalloy under his feet felt especially hard after he had grown accustomed to walking on the slightly spongy plants which covered so much of the flat surfaces in the Conestoga.  
 
    
 
   “You spirit-ghost tried to be quiet, right?  I know that is right.  But why?  I am not a baby who is afraid of old men’s legends and old stories told to frighten children.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Please feel free to speak to Dick,” Jerome answered.  “I apologize that I did not introduce you to Sandie previously.  I am so uncertain of your ways and how your people do things.  I am ignorant of proper etiquette and protocol.  I just did not want to give offense or to cause fear.”
 
    
 
   “Were the Goat People afraid of this spirit-ghost you call Sandie?”
 
    
 
   Before Jerome could answer, Sandie spoke on the area volume from the com-link.  “Greetings Dick.  The Goat People were unsure, at least from my perspective, on what to think of Jerome and Cammarry, and my presence did not aid in securing their assistance.  That is why I chose to speak to Jerome in a quiet manner.  As he said, it was to limit possible offenses.”
 
    
 
   “Have you never thought that hiding your presence could be even more offensive?”  Dick said, as they reached a stairway landing, then turned and continued their descent. “Spies are not welcome anywhere, and what is hidden is often disclosed.” 
 
    
 
   “When encountering new and unknown people, anything could be an offense. I apologize for any offense I have done,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   Dick slapped the thick and heavy pants he wore.  “No offense taken, no apology needed.”
 
    
 
   As they walked down the stairs, voices and sounds reverberated up to them.  
 
    
 
   “Dooduuuu.   Baalk.  Deeeduuuoo.”
 
    
 
   “What is that sound?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Chickens.”  Dick turned around and looked at Jerome.  “You are not of the Goat People, nor of the Fruit People, and you know nothing about the chickens or we who tend them.  So where do you originate?  Do wizards have a tribe wandering the world?  There have long been stories of wizards who use spirit-ghosts.  Is there a tribe of wizards?  What do they eat?  Where in the world do they live?  Do they trade husbands?”
 
    
 
   “Trade husbands?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “You must know about trading husbands.  How else would all the people continue?”  Dick asked.  “But you are distracting from my other questions.  Is there a tribe of wizards?”
 
    
 
   “I do not know.  Cammarry and I are the only ones I know about, but we do not call ourselves wizards,” Jerome answered.  He was careful not to reveal too much about his background, lest he lose the chance for Dick to lead him to engineering.  “There might be a tribe of wizards.  I have not searched all of the Conestoga.  I just do not know.”
 
    
 
   They reached another landing and this time they stepped up to the closed bulkhead door.  “There seems to be much that you do not know.  If you wish to stay here with me, I will educate you on raising chickens so you can be in the most honorable profession in the world.  No more wandering the world, just good and honest work.”
 
    
 
   “I appreciate that offer. It is tempting, but I need to get to engineering and find Cammarry.”  
 
    
 
   “Doeeu  douuu,” came a sound from the stairway below.  
 
    
 
   “The chickens wander the levels of our land, but they always come to the hatchery to lay their eggs and raise their young.  They know they are safe from rats in here.”  Dick picked up a length of permalloy that was standing in the corner and then used it to strike the door.  In this manner he knocked three times.
 
    
 
   A boy in similar clothing to what Dick was wearing opened the door from the opposite side.  He was very excited and spoke rapidly.  “Father Dick!  A wizard has come to the hatchery.  You must come quickly!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Derrick, I know about the wizard,” Dick said and nodded toward Jerome.  
 
    
 
   The boy, Derrick, looked up in surprise.  “Another one!  Then there are two wizards here!  This is too much for me to think about.  My head feels like scrambled eggs.  Two wizards!”
 
    
 
   “Then Cammarry….”  Jerome began to speak when a creature rushed past him and pecked him on the knee as it went by.  “Youch!”
 
    
 
   Jerome saw a blur of the yellow beak as the animal’s head struck him.  Its plumage was a mottled gray, black, and brown.  Its yellow feet were moving rapidly.  The tuft of tail feathers wiggled as it dashed away. 
 
    
 
   Derrick jumped and shut the door.  “I must tell Fedders!”  He then ran away.               
 
    
 
   Dick patted his pants and grinned.  “The chickens do get feisty when you get in their way.  That hen just needs to get to the brooding house.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Remind me to talk with you about these chickens later,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   Jerome wondered about that comment, so he responded with just a brief, “Understood.”
 
    
 
   The room they had entered was triangular, about twenty meters on each side, with a ceiling that felt too low for the room.  The dim lights from overhead were of the same dull illumination, but here the sources were oval fixtures.  The walls had fewer water stains, as there was a trench running across the middle of the room with water flowing through it.  The walls had numerous small passages just the right size for a meter tall bird, like the one that had pecked Jerome.  There were taller plants growing along the walls of the room, and those had some kind of small blue and red colored balls on the tips of the stalks.   
 
    
 
   “What was this place?”  Jerome asked.  He wrinkled his nose at the smells that were coming from the room.  Many odd sounds came from out of the small spaces where the bird had entered.   
 
    
 
   “This is the hatchery.  This is the brooder room.  Back past that doorway is the egg separator, and beyond that is the mating place.  The chickens can run between any of these places.  They use their chutes to get from hither to yon and back.  The hens and roosters usually stay in the mating place or the brooder house, and the chicks are of course in their part of the egg separator room until they are big enough to fight off rats. The grown chickens also wander out of the hatchery and all over our land, but they come back here for laying and mating. We have the hatchery sealed against rats coming in.  The children who guard the three entry doors watch for chickens returning,” Dick said.  “It has always been this way.  Unless you mean way way back before the insurrection.  Those horrible times were different, from what I was told.  My grandparents lived back then, but this has always been the hatchery.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I really need to discuss with you these chickens.  That needs to be in a private place,” Sandie whispered.
 
    
 
   “Your spirit-ghost is impressed with our chickens.  Yes, that is understandable.  The chickens provide meat, eggs, and feathers which we use in so many ways.  Let me show you the egg separator.”
 
    
 
   “So where is engineering?”  Jerome asked.  “I really need to get there as soon as possible.  Remember, that child said my companion was here.” 
 
    
 
   “The door, or is it a set of doors?  Well, the place I told you about is at the far side of the hatchery.  We will need to pass through the egg separator, and the mating place.  From what Derrick said, your companion is already here and will be with Fedders.  He would never let a stranger wander unescorted around the hatchery.”
 
    
 
   They walked through the brooder room, into the foyer of the place where Dick said eggs were separated.  There were clear windows and Jerome saw many of the meter-high birds through those.  There were several people walking about, back there, holding baskets and gathering the fist-sized tan and speckled eggs.  Jerome walked over to the window and peered in.  He watched intently.  The chickens were climbing about on shelves which were covered by woven nests.  The nest contained two eggs each, and the people were assessing the nest and removing the smaller of the two eggs.  The chickens were not happy about this process and were using their yellow and black beaks to strike out at the egg separation people.  
 
    
 
   “I thought you wanted to go to the engineering doors,” Dick stated smugly.  “I know our facility is utterly fascinating, and I am willing to give you’re a proper tour, but we will need to go back and start at the brooder house.  Otherwise…”
 
    
 
   “Yes, sorry.  Please lead on to where Cammarry is located.  I just have never seen chickens before.”  Jerome waved his hands.
 
    
 
   “Well, since you are not of the Chicken People, it is understandable that you have not seen the live chickens before.  Are there no feral chickens in the land where you and your parents live?”
 
    
 
   “I can honestly say, no.  There are no chickens where I come from.”
 
    
 
   “A pity.  So you must trade for everything.”  Dick walked onward.  “Follow me, I will lead you to my brother Fedders.  I am sure he will know where this other person is.”
 
    
 
   The hallway which ran past the mating place, had several of the open chutes where the birds could run back and forth.  Jerome did not see any more of them, but their presence was noted by the smell and the incessant squawking which came out from the open chutes.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry and a man who looked nearly identical to Dick came walking up, with the boy Derrick in the lead.  He was babbling on and on about wizards, women, chickens, men, and strangers.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!  Are you safe?”  Jerome asked as he raced forward and threw his arms around her.  “I was so very worried about you.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry embraced him, but then heard Shadow say, “He followed you here for a reason.”
 
    
 
   “I am doing our job,” Cammarry answered.  “How did you avoid the radiation?”
 
    
 
   “Radiation?”  Jerome pulled away and was instantly alert.  “Sandie? Did we encounter any radiation?”
 
    
 
   “None that I could observe beyond the safe background levels already recognized on the Conestoga,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  I am sorry I lost the com-link.”  Cammarry looked down at the floor.
 
    
 
   “I have it for you,” Jerome said and pulled it out from his backpack.  He handed it to Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “Is it safe?  I dropped it when I fell in that hallway which was flooding with radiation,” Cammarry resisted accepting the com-link.  
 
    
 
   “It is safe,” Sandie added. “I am not sure what you mean about radiation, but the com-link was left in the ESRC.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Cammarry, that is where we found it.  You must have lost it when you were injured,” Jerome said.  “But you have it now and it does not matter where it was lost.  We are together again, and we are near to engineering.  Is your arm healed?  I could connect the medical kit if needed.”
 
    
 
   “You know where you lost the com-link.  He knows your arm is healed.  What is he really trying to do?”  Shadow stated, but only Cammarry heard.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry was unsure what to do or think.  She then just hugged Jerome more tightly.  “I am so glad we got back together.”
 
    
 
   “Me too.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry squeezed Jerome again and then said, “This man Fedders refuses to let me into engineering.  The doors are shut, but he will not even let me touch them.”
 
    
 
   “Of course not!”  Fedders roared.  “There might very well be rats inside there, and we must protect the hatchery.”
 
    
 
   Dick stepped forward.  “My dear little brother….”
 
    
 
   “Do not give me that little brother nonsense.  Eight minutes apart is nothing!”  Fedders spoke overly loud as he stared at his brother.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry were amazed at how much the two brothers looked alike, yet they acted so differently.  
 
    
 
   Dick spoke calmly.  “We can allow these people to open that door.  We are both here, and with Derrick, and these two helping, any rat that might try to enter will be skewered immediately.  That will give us a free meal.”
 
    
 
   “Absolutely not!”  Fedders roared back.  “We have never opened those doors, and we never will.”
 
    
 
   “It is about time we open them.  It only has to be a moment to let these two strangers exit,” Dick stated.  His brother’s ranting did not disturb him in any way.  
 
    
 
   Fedders roared his response, and the argument continued.  One brother ranting and raving while the other responded in calm and relaxed ways.  
 
    
 
   Derrick stood by watching.  He was joined by several other young people, both boys and girls.  They all were dressed similarly, and some were holding permalloy bars about a half meter long.  Cammarry was struck by the difference in ages of the small crowd that had gathered.  These young people were not five years apart like the age-mates always were in Dome 17.  They looked to be all under twelve years old, or so, but some looked ten, or nine.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was concentrating on the argument, trying to estimate who was winning.  He could tell the quarrel was going to last a long time, so he leaned back against the wall to wait.
 
    
 
   “You must get to engineering,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  “These fools will never allow you to proceed.  Why are you waiting?”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped back away from where the young people were standing, and sidled along the wall back toward where she knew the doors to engineering were located.  
 
    
 
   “I completely refuse!”  Fedders yelled.  “Mother and father should have never allowed you to know you were born first.  It has just made you a rotten egg!”
 
    
 
   In a steady and controlled voice, Dick replied, “Better a rotten egg than mere feathers blowing in the ventilation shafts.  Father was right about you. Remember when you…”
 
    
 
   “How dare you!”
 
    
 
   The argument continued as Fedders marched round and round shaking his fists and waving his arms madly.  Dick got verbal jabs in via his still small voice, which further enraged Fedders.  
 
    
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, Jerome caught Cammarry sneaking away.  He quickly and quietly joined her.  
 
    
 
   “When the quarrel is lost, slander and insults become the tools of the loser.  In this instance, no one wins,” Jerome said as he joined Cammarry.
 
    
 
   They walked unnoticed to the rear most part of the chicken hatchery.  There they discovered a set of bulkhead doors which were striped in blue and gold colors.  ‘Engineering’ was engraved in the permalloy above the egress.
 
    
 
   “I am getting into engineering,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “Action is eloquence.  I am with you.  We are in this together,” Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled her molecular torch out of her backpack.
 
    
 
   “We should let Sandie try first,” Jerome said and pulled the cable from his com-link.  He jacked it into an access port.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at her hands and realized she was still holding the com-link and the printed out route.  She placed the com-link on her ear and folded up the route and slid it into one of the pockets of her RAM pants.  “If Sandie cannot get the doors to open, we cut our way in immediately.”
 
    
 
   “You are sure eager,” Jerome stated, but then he spoke to the AI.  “Sandie, can you open these doors?”
 
    
 
   “I am assessing the nonphysicality now,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   The left side door slid back into a recess about half a meter.  It groaned loudly which was followed by crunching and creaking noises.  It stalled part way open.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry slipped into the darkness beyond.  Jerome pulled the cable from the access port and quickly followed.  
 
    
 
   “Hey!  They opened the doors!” The boy Derrick yelled.  He was the only one who had not been focused on the argument so he witnessed what Cammarry and Jerome had done.
 
    
 
   “What!”  Dick yelled for the first time in the verbal altercation.  “They did!”
 
    
 
   “I told you brother!  Come on everyone!  We must stop all rats from entering!”  Fedders rallied all the young people.  
 
    
 
   “I am so sorry Fedders.  I should have listened to you.  You always were the most realistic!”  Dick stated as he too rushed toward where Jerome and Cammarry were escaping.  “I will help keep our home safe.”  
 
    
 
   The open door to engineering snapped shut with a nearly deafening clang as it locked into its twin.  The young people, led by Fedders and Dick looked diligently for any traces of rats entering the chicken hatchery.  They found nothing.  The mysterious place called engineering had swallowed up the two strange visitors, wizards, and both Fedders and Dick were pleased they were gone. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   10 what was found in engineering
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry stood in darkness.  There was a musty smell in the air, and the place they had found was warmer than the chicken hatchery.
 
    
 
   “Engineering?  Did we find it?”  Cammarry asked as she dug into her backpack and withdrew the fusion pack.  Switching it on, the beam penetrated the darkness and displayed a lot of dust on the air.  
 
    
 
   “No plants?”  Jerome commented as he looked around the rectangular vestibule.  The walls were a dull bluish green, but there was no sign of any plant life or any growth medium.   The room was about ten meters deep with another door on the far wall, and five meters wide, with a pitched ceiling overhead.  Some pipes ran along the ceiling at the top.  There were several ventilation shafts with their grilles locked closed.  
 
    
 
   “No chickens either,” Cammarry said with a smile.
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Cammarry?”  Sandie stated through both com-links.  “Those animals in what the Chicken People called the hatchery were not chickens.”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome asked.  “I know chickens were some kind of bird, and we saw them.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we saw those chickens,” Cammarry insisted.  “I know they were real.”
 
    
 
   “One pecked my leg.  Of course they were real.”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “Yes, the animals you saw were real.  I am speaking about their nomenclature, and classification.  They are not consistent with the historical record of what was called a chicken.”
 
    
 
   “Our records are limited, and the old world had weird ways of chronicling things,” Jerome said.  “When history is written, it is not always accurate, as it is too often written with an agenda.”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sandie said.  “Our records are limited, and much was lost in the Great Event and the turmoil surrounding that era, and yes historical records are subject to bias by those who recorded them.  Nonetheless, I am convinced that those animals were not historical chickens.”
 
    
 
   “Well, what were they?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I made multiple comparisons to the birds of the historical record, beginning with the animal routinely called the chicken.  There were literally billions of those birds, with hundreds of different varieties and breeds.  None of those are even close to the animal we observed.  My conjecture is 98.87% that those birds were not a species of chicken, even if it had been evolving and or was enhanced by some kind of genetic revisions.”  Sandie halted.  
 
    
 
   “But you have not said what they are, and we have seen other things here that have been altered by the Conestoga’s crew or by the factors found on this ship,” Jerome said.  “The mere presence of the plant life, and the goats, and rats we have already seen testify to that.  Not to mention the effects of that strange Cosmic Crinkle we passed through.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome, we have seen modifications of the plants and animals, and there are unknown factors.  Nonetheless, I have been studying them and comparing them to the historical record.  The fruits appear to be simple biological hybrids of what were once widely available and commonly known fruits. The plants are modified, but in 98.6% of the foliage we have observed, I was able to identify the original species.  I am less certain of the insect varieties, but there too a majority of the insect species are identifiable.  In the case of those animals they call chickens, I am uncertain of their classification.  That is vastly different from the plants, goats, rats, and insects.  I can tell you these bird creatures are very likely of terrestrial origin, and I have made a tentative inference,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   “Terrestrial origin?”  Cammarry asked.  “You mean you considered they came from the planet we are orbiting?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sandie answered.  “I considered that possibility, but it is of a very low possibility.  Instead, I reviewed the records and compared what I observed of those animals with all available records.  After finding them highly unlikely to be any kind of chicken, I started the comparison with other known creatures: grebes, turkeys, emus, ostriches, cormorants, rheas, cassowaries, kiwis…”
 
    
 
   “Just tell me what they are?”  Cammarry snapped angrily.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, sorry.  I was getting to that,” Sandie answered.  “My best conjecture is that they are Raphus cucullatus, commonly called the dodo.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled and quoted, “Dodo said, ‘The best thing to get us dry would be a circus-race.’ I think that was what I read.  Or was it the white rabbit who said that, or the jumjum birdie?  It does not matter, for none of those animals were real, right?  It is all just some entertaining fiction.”
 
    
 
   “That is an excellent question.  I would have agreed with your suppositions about mythological or fabled animals before we observed these birds on the Conestoga.  Jerome the records are limited, but I did find reference to an extant, although fragmentary, scientific paper.  This fragment was found by the team of adventurers, Ken, Beth, and Hobart when they investigated Dome 9 and found the book collection outside the blast crater.  It is the only known specimen from a journal called, ‘Technology Applied Today’ with the old-world date of November 24, 2038 which may shed light on this situation.”
 
    
 
   “We could certainly use more light on the Conestoga,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “Yes, the dim nature of the light sources here are less than ideal.  Back to the bird issue.  In that article, which is titled ‘De-extinction Program Has Successes’ it describes a scientific process to recover extinct animals.  Admittedly, there is only the one reference, which of course could be a fiction, or a hoax, or some other kind of propaganda.  I conjecture that there is a 65% likelihood that the paper is legitimate.  It described five species which were then extinct and were successfully retrieved from extinction using reconstituted DNA from various surviving tissue samples.  Those animals included the thylacine, passenger pigeon, ibex, mammoth, and dodo.  That paper states that the dodo went extinct circa 1700, but claims that there were twenty-four successful dodo hatchlings which survived.  It is a fascinating report, even though we only have a fragmentary copy in the records. The article is incomplete and does not state the outcome of the project, but it claims to have been written when the five species were introduced to the world as being genuinely restored species. My conjectures are that the animal we observed, that the people on the Conestoga call a chicken, is actually a dodo.”
 
    
 
   “John would know about that,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  “But it does not matter.  You have found engineering, you need to now find the shuttles and make contact.”
 
    
 
   “Right,” Cammarry said.  “Now to find the shuttles and get the communication gear working.  Where will the shuttles be located?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Can you access deck plans or schematics?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “You should know already,” Cammarry said, referring to Shadow.
 
    
 
   There was no response from Shadow.
 
    
 
   Jerome thought Cammarry was speaking to Sandie the AI, so he asked, “Sandie?  Do you know where the shuttles are located?”
 
    
 
   “The nonphysicality I last accessed was restricted to the area around the entry door.  I will need to be reconnected to resurvey so as to find additional information,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “You should already know!  Come on!  Answer me!”  Cammarry snarled.
 
    
 
   Shadow said nothing.  
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped over and tried to hug Cammarry.  She pulled away.  “We must finish the mission.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, perhaps we should camp here for a while.  There are no animals, no plants, and the place is secure.  We could rest here and then press on.  When was the last time you slept?  Ate?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “That does not matter.  We must get through that door, find the shuttles, and get the communication systems functioning.  Besides, there is no water here, and no toilets.”
 
    
 
   “We are in this together,” Jerome shrugged and walked to the opposite door.  “Cammarry, there is an access port here.  Will you please assess what you can?”  He inserted the com-link cable.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s presence entered the nonphysicality again.  Just seconds later Sandie spoke, “Eureka! I have assessed the nonphysicality from this location.  We have indeed found engineering.  The department here has the best condition nonphysicality I have yet encountered.  It has been sealed off from the rest of the needle ship. I have recorded it into my database.  It tells us nothing outside of engineering, but does have detailed plans for this area.  While there are no primary artificial intelligence systems operational in engineering, the secondary systems are functioning in what they call ‘servant mode’ at 79% efficiency.  Perhaps I should call these system synthetic brains, as per what we have heard about the Conestoga’s naming of things, but they are not sentient or self-aware.  They are antiques compared to the level of sophistication of the artificial intelligence systems from Dome 17, and very rudimentary compared to me.  Perhaps even synthetic brain is too advanced of a phrase for these limited systems.”
 
    
 
   “Well, get the door open and lead us to the shuttles,” Cammarry insisted.  
 
    
 
   “The control sections of engineering are running on the secondary systems, in servant mode.  Unfortunately, all the egress doors, including this door ahead of us have been depowered from the nonphysicality as well as the physical world.  I cannot open it.  I am sorry,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Then I shall,” Cammarry pulled out the molecular torch and set about cutting the door open.  She worked vigorously and nearly recklessly.  After just a few moments, she stepped back and kicked the door.  It fell into the engineering area with a clang.  The thick edge, where Cammarry had severed through the metals was still glowing a bit from the cutting.  The red glow from the cooling melted permalloy was washed out by the surprisingly bright lighting that came from engineering.
 
    
 
   Jerome put up his hand to shield his eyes, while Cammarry just stepped directly ahead, while squinting her eyes against the brightness.    
 
    
 
   As their eyes adjusted, they could see the mechanical wonderland around them. They stepped further into engineering and were standing on a runway made from expanded metal which was three levels up from the lowest point they could see.  At least two additional levels were above them and stairs led both up to the upper walkways, runways, and catwalks, as well as leading down to the levels below.  None of the stairs was nearby to their current location.  About three meters in front of them was the guard railing for the runway. 
 
    
 
   “I smell oils,” Jerome said.  “And some kind of trioxygen has been dispersed not long ago.”
 
    
 
   “And there is light here!  Not that dim mind-numbing glow in the rest of the ship.  Now where would the shuttles be?”  Cammarry asked as she scanned all around.  
 
    
 
   The walls were mostly of gray toned permalloy, but there were stripes of yellow along stairs, lift edges, and against places on the walls which looked like they could open.  Signs in clear white numbering were on some walls, and numbers were set into the permalloy itself next to hallways that led off away from the central area they were overlooking. High overhead, where one wall met the ceiling, there were square light-emitting fixtures.  The beams of light coming from the boxes gave good illumination to the whole large area.  The line of squares emitting the light ran the whole length of what they could see.  The area was vast, and the view was interrupted by mechanical lifts, large vertical pipes, and platforms slung above or under the walkways.  Beneath those platforms were spotlights which shined down on numerous work stations where chairs sat neatly arranged along counters.  Monitors, display screens, and gauges all glowed with a green sheen.  
 
    
 
   “No people here,” Jerome observed. “I wonder why?” 
 
    
 
   “They would have just ripped up all this beautiful technology like they did in other places.  Perhaps there was someone sane on this ship, after all,” Cammarry said rudely.  “Good thing too.  If this area had been destroyed, the whole ship would have been lost.  We never would have been able to correct the orbital trajectories like we did.”  
 
    
 
   “We have made it to engineering.  Perhaps now we can get some food, rest, and then proceed after we sleep.  I know I am exhausted,” Jerome said.  “Sandie?  Do you have deck plans for in here?  Perhaps a plumbing diagram showing where toilets and water can be found?”  
 
    
 
   “I am not tired at all.  We must continue,” Cammarry said.  “Dome 17 people must be saved.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I nearly lost you.  Please stay with me, and let us get some rest.  Fresh eyes will see fresh solutions to problems.  I need you.”  His eyes were wide and imploring.
 
    
 
   Cammarry considered for a moment.  She then walked over and hugged Jerome.  “I understand.  Yes, we should find a place to camp.”
 
    
 
   “He is just slowing you down,” Shadow said to Cammarry.   
 
    
 
   “I said I understand!”  Cammarry snapped.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I heard you.”  Jerome was surprised by her outburst.  “I guess I am even more tired than I thought.  Forgive me if I am slow in responding.  I was just so worried about you.”
 
    
 
   They slowly walked along, observing all the parts they could see from their vantage point.  
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke next, “I traced the nonphysicality’s plumbing diagram, which by the way was an excellent idea.  Two decks down and about one hundred meters to what is now your left, and you will find a room with what on the diagram is labeled a toilet, sink, shower, and soaking tub.”
 
    
 
   “Soaking tub?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Perhaps some kind of acid bath for cleaning machine parts,” Cammarry offered.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry walked along until they came to a stairwell that led down.  They took that to the next lower level and then had to follow a curving walkway looking for another way down.  Their search found a ladder enclosed in a cage, but open to the walkways.  Climbing down that ladder they proceeded along, and the lighting got even brighter and a dull throbbing sound echoed about the engineering area. 
 
    
 
   “Behind the door ahead is where the diagram shows the plumbing is located,” Sandie stated.  “I am only reporting what I found in the nonphysicality, so it may or may not be materially present.  I conjecture it is likely to be accurate, based upon the conditions we have seen so far here in engineering, but that is not a guarantee.”
 
    
 
   “This is labeled, ‘Caretaker Dormitory’ and that is the first door we have seen which had a name, and not just numbers or letters,” Jerome observed.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled on the green colored handle.
 
    
 
   The room beyond was almost as well lit as the walkways.  The room was small, about five meters square.  Along one side there were cabinets which were unlabeled and closed.  There was a soft, green colored couch and small bed along another wall. In a corner were a toilet, sink, and shower.  A large oblong vat, about a meter high and two meters long was next to the toilet.   A blue hand shaped symbol was illuminated on the far wall.  
 
    
 
   “Tight quarters, but this is some kind of residence,” Jerome stated.  He walked over to the sink and turned a lever.  A clear and fresh flow of water came from the nozzle.  “This colony ship wastes so much water.  It is just astonishing.”  Jerome turned to look at the vat and saw controls very much like what were on the sink.  He moved one of them, and a roar of water came surging up from the bottom of the vat, filling it rapidly.  He quickly turned the control in the other direction, and the water drained out.  There was a ring of residue inside the vat where the water had cleaned off the dust from the interior.  “I wonder what would have happened if the old world had had enough water.   Could all that terrible radiation and deadly dust have been rinsed away?”
 
    
 
   “There was never that much water.”  Cammarry looked at the walls and discovered a small indentation. Which was illuminated by a soft yellow glow.  Pressing on that released a section of the wall, and it folded out.  The panel which had opened was about two hand spans wide, and had a gauge, several large switches, and three buttons.  They were of various glowing colors.  She touched the blue button.  A square display screen lit up in the permalloy to the side of the small control box she had found.  The screen was dull white color, and black letters scrolled across it.      
 
    
 
   ‘Access denied.  Enter verification code.  Access denied.  Enter verification code.’  
 
    
 
   The scroll kept repeating.  Cammarry adjusted another button and the lights in the room dimmed down to almost blackness. “Now that is helpful.  We can have a real day night cycle here.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, can you get us access to this system?”  Jerome asked.  “There is a port here.”  He plugged in the cable form the com-link. 
 
    
 
   “I have already mapped and assessed the nonphysicality here,” Sandie stated.  “The servant mode operational systems are running life support, as well as a limited number of drive motors, rockets, thrusters, and engines.  Although those are only remotely perceived and control of them is tentative.  There are monitors which are relaying some information from repulsor generators, those are more distantly linked.  I will attempt to override the system here, but as I experienced previously, these old-fashioned, vintage mechanisms are much more flimsy, fragile and delicate than I expected.” 
 
    
 
   “I understand,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “I do not.  It should be easy enough for a modern AI to just open up these systems and get us what we need, but instead we just go sneaking about the corridors in that dim and dank mess.”  Cammarry rubbed her arm where she had been injured.  “We still need to find the shuttles.  Just wasting time here is wrong.”  She pressed her lips together and then nearly spit out the words, “We need to finish the mission.”
 
    
 
   Sandie responded.  “I understand your frustration.  I too am frustrated. I have tried all, shall we say, gentle means of coaxing the system to cooperate.  Those have all failed.  I can force my presence into this system, but I estimate that there is a 64% chance it will crumble and lose its functionality if I force it open.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe we should both get some rest now, and….”
 
    
 
   “Shut up Jerome.  Sandie, force that system open and get what we need,” Cammarry huffed.  “Do it now!”
 
    
 
   There was a slight pause from Sandie.  Jerome said nothing, but then murmured, “Do not force it, just get a bigger hammer.”  His try at humor failed to alleviate the tension.  
 
    
 
   “Attempting to force open the system,” Sandie said. 
 
    
 
   A moment later the display screen flickered and changed colors in rapid successions.  The colors then rolled but finally stabilized to a dull yellow.
 
    
 
   ‘Access granted.  Information transfer completed.  Any other routine maintenance?’ the black words scrolled across the display.  
 
    
 
   Sandie stated with satisfaction, “I have succeeded in entering this system, using an access code identified as Machine Maintenance.  It is holding together, for now. This system primarily was used for entertainment purpose of the crew members who resided here.  Nonetheless, I was able to unveil some added information. What I have found is that engineering is sealed off from the rest of the needle ship.  Therefore, there are no, from this location, direct connections, links, or couplings to any location which may house a shuttle.”
 
    
 
   “So we are marooned here in engineering?”  Cammarry angrily stated.  
 
    
 
   “That is not entirely correct,” Sandie replied.  “There are ways to leave engineering, we just are not sure what lies beyond those exits.  Additionally, I have located a nearby utility shaft, which according to the log entries for waste elimination and reclamation, carries sewage away from engineering.  The diagrams show that that shaft passes by an area designated as Pine 1206.  Further investigation, from a different source in the nonphysicality, which was found previously, lists Pine 1206 as an auxiliary hanger bay. Combining those bits of information, I conjecture that Pine 1206 is a nearby hanger bay which would be a reasonable place to seek shuttles.  Here is the view of that utility shaft.”
 
    
 
   A schematic appeared on the display screen.  It showed a top down view of engineering with their current location marked with two human symbols.  The schematic then morphed into an ever tightening focus until it was showing a circular shaft’s permalloy cover.  
 
    
 
   “Good, so how do we get to those shuttles?”  Cammarry asked.  Her eyes were aglow with eagerness, a condition which troubled Jerome.  “The builders must have easy routes to and from engineering.” 
 
    
 
   “It is a valid assumption that originally there were easy passageways from engineering to that hanger bay.  However, the sealing of engineering severed those, and there are unknown and possibly damaged areas.  Therefore, it is a difficult question to answer.  The only deck plans I have that show Pine 1206 are these, and they only show the utility shaft as it interacts with engineering, and then with some labeled places along its course.  I have no way of knowing how to get to that location,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Conjecture a way to reach that spot.  Do it now!”  Cammarry barked.  
 
    
 
   “Because of the lack of full information, I cannot find any pedestrian ways to reach that location,” Sandie calmly answered. “One would need to exit engineering and search for a course through the needle ship’s corridors to discover a path to Pine 1206.  I cannot make an accurate conjecture on how long that search and seeking might take.  There are the remains of a sophisticated, by Colony Ship Conestoga standards, transportation system with terminals at two places in engineering, however, that system has been shut down and sealed off.  One log states, and I quote, ‘Vacuum entered the transport system when Habitat Beta was jettisoned.’ Even though I have searched, I am unable to find a pathway to that Pine 1206 location.”
 
    
 
   “We will just go through that utility shaft you found,” Cammarry suggested with an edge to her voice.  
 
    
 
   “Is that possible Sandie?”  Jerome asked. “You said it was for sewage.” 
 
    
 
   “Possible?  Let me make some conjectures.  Computing and processing.”  
 
    
 
   Sandie was quiet for nearly an entire minute.  Cammarry paced around while Jerome watched her with concern.
 
    
 
   The display screen showed multiple images that shifted and flashed rapidly.  It then stabilized on the circular cover which Sandie had shown before.  
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence Sandie then addressed them both. “I have found a complicated, and risky, potential.  On the display is a place where the shaft can be entered.  Masquerading as Machine Maintenance I have found the controls to have that section of the utility shaft network drained of fluids, residues, and anything else inside it.  The maintenance schedule I found states it should have been serviced every three months, but it has not had any upkeep performed for over seventy years. After pumping it out and draining it, I can then have what Machine Maintenance calls a cleaning lozenge sent through the system.  There are several of those parked along the system.  Assuming the cleaning lozenge activates, it can be sent to work.  That lozenge is diamond shaped and will scrape the interior of the shaft system with physical blades, as well as magnetics, harmonics, and laser sterilization.  Following that process breathable air will be injected into the shaft system,” Sandie explained.  “That method will take six hours and thirteen minutes, at a minimum.  I cannot guarantee what the condition of this shaft is like, but will know more after the cleaning lozenge passes through.  The shaft’s diameter is only 53 centimeters.  That is sufficient, perhaps, for human passage through it.  If the process of making it patent is successful, and if you chose, you may then use it as a passageway to reach a position near to the hanger bay called Pine 1206.  I can estimate your distance from the entrance and know approximately when you reach the proper position.  You will be required to cut your way out of the utility shaft and into Pine 1206.  Additionally, I will be unable to assess the situation in Pine 1206 prior to penetration, and cannot I promise any shuttles at that location.”
 
    
 
   “So we go now,” Cammarry said.  “I can crawl through some tube if it means we succeed.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, Sandie said the process would take many hours until that is even a possibility,” Jerome said.  “Am I correct Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome, that is correct.  The utility shaft is currently filled with sludge.  It will take a minimum of six hours and thirteen minutes, depending upon the success of each step in the process, to make it suitable for you to attempt to use it.”
 
    
 
   Jerome reached over and placed his hand carefully and lovingly on Cammarry’s shoulder.  “We must wait to try this.  We both need to sleep and rest, anyway.”
 
    
 
   This time Cammarry relaxed a bit and snuggled into the hug offered by Jerome.  “I know.  I am sorry.”  As Jerome held her, she rubbed the place where her arm had been injured.  Outwardly it looked healed.  
 
    
 
   “Come let us eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we will try a new adventure,” Jerome forced some levity into his voice.  He was only partially successful.
 
    
 
   “Shall I begin the process I described?”  Sandie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I told you to!”  Cammarry grumbled.  
 
    
 
   “I am beginning the process now,” Sandie answered.  “I conjecture a low probability for victory in this endeavor.”
 
    
 
   “I can undertake and preserver even without giant hopes of success,” Jerome said and held Cammarry tighter.  
 
    
 
   They then sat down and ate some of the supplies they took from their backpacks.  Jerome was surprised at the food which Cammarry had found in the ESRC, and they shared a meal of reconstituted food called ‘Lemon Pepperjack Tunaloaf’.  Neither had no idea what it was, and did not want to ask Sandie about it. 
 
    
 
   After the meal, they adjusted down the lights to near darkness, lay down and quickly fell asleep.   
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  You must wake up,” Shadow said.  “There are things to be done.”
 
    
 
   “Is it time to go?”  Cammarry said.  Jerome rolled over without coming fully awake.  
 
    
 
   “What needs to be done?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “That AI is delaying your mission.  There are shuttles and commination systems located just down the hall from here.  You will be able to be the first to speak to the AIs that made planet fall,” Shadow stated.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  Cammarry touched her ear and made sure the com-link was in place.  She tried again, “Sandie?  Report on the progress on this utility shaft.”
 
    
 
   Again there was no response.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, report on attempts to find the teleportation signal from Dome 17.”  Cammarry was urgent and loud.  Jerome remained asleep.
 
    
 
   Sandie did not respond.  
 
    
 
   “You see, that AI is just hindering your mission.  You would probably have already found the shuttles if not for that interference,” Shadow asserted.  
 
    
 
   “So show me to these shuttles,” Cammarry ordered Shadow.  
 
    
 
   She walked out, opening the compartment door.  As she passed into the well-lit walkways of engineering, she glanced at the sign on the door.  She thought it had said ‘Caretaker Dormitory’ but she now saw that it really said, ‘Custodial Penitentiary’.  
 
    
 
   “See this was a trap.  A place to just lock you in so no one in Dome 17 would be saved,” Shadow exclaimed.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome must come with me.  I cannot leave him behind.”
 
    
 
   Shadow’s smooth voice came easily.  “No need to leave him behind.  You will just find those shuttles, make sure their communication gear can connect to the planet fallen AIs, and then come back and get him.  Remember how he was urging you to sleep and rest?  It is probably because he is exhausted.  Let him sleep while you learn first about where the shuttles are and you will also be the first to speak to one of the AIs.”
 
    
 
   “I thought you Conestoga systems called them synthetic brains, or SBs.”  Cammarry was walking along over the expanded metal of the walkway as she spoke.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, of course.  I was just using terms with which you were more familiar.  There is the door up ahead,” Shadow soothed.   “The SBs here are nothing like Winchell or Faraday.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached the pressure door.  Over the door there was an impressed series of letters, ‘Bellerophon’s Steed’ which confused Cammarry.  She did not know what that meant.
 
    
 
   “I think I heard Jerome talk about that name, but I cannot recall.  Shadow?  What does this mean?”  Cammarry pointed to the impressed lettering.  
 
    
 
   “Was Jubal right?  Just open the door, and you will find what you are searching for,” Shadow said. “There is no time to waste.  How many days have the people in Dome 17 been waiting for you to succeed?  Was Jubal correct about you?”
 
    
 
   “Jubal was not right!”  Cammarry yelled.  Her voice echoed off the large walls which surrounded engineering, and bounced back from the storage tanks below her on the lowest deck.  
 
    
 
   “So open the door, then,” Shadow said gently. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry pushed on the nine-section color pad controls next to the door.  For some reason she entered red, red, blue.  The door hissed open.  There was a bright red machine with six wheels blocking the entrance.  It had a multi-jointed appendage on its top.  That appendage swung out and toward Cammarry.  At its end was the same type of implement which had slashed her arm so badly in the ESRC cabinet.  
 
    
 
   “No!”  She screamed and tried to back away.  She struck a wall and could go no further back.  Looking to the sides, the walkway was gone, and walls were on three sides of her. Tall walls reaching up to a ceiling that was made of swirling mists of tan.  The roar of a motor shook everything and the red squarish machine, what Khin had called a cubie was coming right at her.  
 
    
 
   “Cubie red will make you dead!”  Khin’s voice rang out from somewhere.  It was followed by maniacal laughter.    
 
    
 
   The machine rushed at her with the arm’s implement swinging madly.  
 
    
 
   “No!  Leave me alone!”  Cammarry screamed again and again.  
 
    
 
   Looking behind the red cube-shaped machine and its spinning wheels and slashing arm, Cammarry could see strange colors and sights.  “The Cosmic Crinkle!”  Rats and chickens, and dirt-covered and filthy children were jumping with goats all along and on top of the floating and spinning colors.  Several baby goats came frolicking out from behind the red machine. 
 
    
 
   The arm on the machine rotated with amazing speed, and the blade on its end decapitated one of the baby goats.  Blood spurted from the injury and dripped down the side of the red automacube.
 
    
 
   Cammarry gagged in horror at the slaughter of the young animal.  
 
    
 
   “Cubie red, makes you dead!  I told you!”  Khin laughed and laughed.  
 
    
 
   The arm spun about, blood running down its length, and dripping onto the floor which was now covered over with pale green plants.  The drops of blood swelled as they struck the foliage and made plopping noises.
 
    
 
   “No!  No!  No!”  Cammarry wailed as loud as she could.  
 
    
 
   Jerome hugged her as she opened her eyes.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!  Wake up!”  Jerome said firmly but lovingly.  “I am here.  You must wake up.” 
 
    
 
   Blinking hurriedly and looking around, Cammarry saw she was in bed in the caretaker dormitory.  Jerome was lying next to her on the bed they had found.  She grabbed onto him and held on tightly.
 
    
 
   “The machine!  Dying animals!”  Cammarry managed to say.  “Shadow?  The Cosmic Crinkle?”
 
    
 
   “What in the world?  None of those are here.  You are safe with me.  Sandie, confirm our safety.”
 
    
 
   “Yes Jerome.  I detect no physical threats to you at this time,” Sandie reassured.  “Cammarry, it is very common for people who have been traumatized to experience anxiety, panic attacks, and nightmares.  You are safe for the moment.  I am here to help you and Jerome survive and thrive.”
 
 
   “I did not leave this room?  I went down the hall, right?”  Cammarry muttered.  “It was all so real, so frightening.”
 
    
 
   “Let me hold you, and it will be okay.  We are in this together,” Jerome said softly and kissed Cammarry’s cheek.  
 
    
 
   She turned to him and kissed him passionately.  Time passed while they were entwined in each other’s arms, and for a few hours, neither one thought about their mission, what obstacles they were facing, nor the future that was so unclear.  They just enjoyed the physical release they found in being with each other.  
 
    
 
   Some hours later, they both dozed a bit but were awakened by the AI Sandie.  “I have excellent news to report.  The project I was working on has succeeded.  The utility shaft is now patent to the location I estimate to be near the hanger bay Pine 1206. Whenever you are ready to depart, the shaft is waiting.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry kissed Jerome and got dressed in her RAM clothing, the sleeve that was slashed was still flapping open.  
 
    
 
   “Good thing we do not need full protection from radiation,” Jerome said as he fingered the loose sleeve.  “Do you want me to mend it before we depart?”
 
    
 
   “No need.  As you said, we do not need full protection as if we were outside of Dome 17 back on Earth.  The only radiation we have seen was in that one corridor where I lost the com-link,” Cammarry answered.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at her and she then corrected her comment. 
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I honestly thought I lost it there, sorry.  I am thankful you got it to me.”
 
    
 
   They ate some of the fruits from Jerome’s backpack, filled their water containers, and used the toilet.  Their backpacks were loaded, and their Willie Blaster weapons were checked.  All was in order.  
 
    
 
   Leaving the room, Cammarry felt a sense of dread as they turned the same direction she had in her nightmare.  Fortunately, nothing else was the same, and the dream soon faded from her memory.  They activated a lift platform, its controls easily marked and simple to use, and descended to the lowest level they could see in engineering.  
 
    
 
   “I still smell that oily something,” Jerome commented as he stepped off the lift.  “This place is strange being so clean, brightly lit, and yet so empty.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pressed herself back against a wall, and motioned for Jerome to do the same.  “There is a machine up there!  Two levels up, on that catwalk numbered 5417.”  She pointed a good distance away.
 
    
 
   Jerome looked, and sure enough there was a boxy blue-colored machine rolling along on its six wheels.  “What did Khin say about those?  ‘Cubie blue knows what to do’ I believe he said.  I can imagine his laughing.”
 
    
 
   “His sayings are not funny,” Cammarry barked.  She had not told Jerome what she heard in her dream, and seeing an automacube, even a blue one from a long distance, had made her anxious and the nightmare was vividly replaying in her mind.  
 
    
 
   “Sorry.  I do not think that machine is aware we are here.”
 
    
 
   Sandie interjected, “From what I have gathered about the automacubes, and that information has been fragmentary and very limited, they are not truly sentient, at least I doubt that they are.  They are more advanced than the cleaning lozenge which I sent through the utility shaft by using the Machine Maintenance code-word authorizations.  My conjectures on automacubes are that they are designed for specific purposes and specialized areas of work.  I agree with Jerome.  It is doubtful that the blue automacube has perceived our presence here, or even cares if it has it may not matter to it in any way.  I wish I could tell you more about how many of those automacubes are functioning on the Conestoga, but nowhere in the nonphysicality have I found that information.”
 
    
 
   “I want to get to that utility shaft.”  Cammarry started marching along.  “We must get to those shuttles.  I assume there was no luck in finding the signal from Earth.”
 
    
 
   Sandie answered, “No signal from Dome 17 detected.  I am still monitoring for that.”
 
    
 
   “Red, green, blue,” Jerome commented as he followed.  “I wonder how many colors of automacube there are and what design parameters are on each color.  This is the first operational one we have seen.”
 
    
 
   “No for me,” Cammarry said.  “There was a green one in some orchard of trees I passed through.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I forgot you were able to see that place. What was it like?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “The trees were beautiful.  The light was bright, different from here in engineering, and exceedingly better than the dim corridors.  Not like the light in Dome 17 either.”  Cammarry stopped as she turned the corner and saw where the access hatch to the utility shaft had been opened.  The circular hatch was propped open by struts which came up from next to the shaft.  
 
    
 
   “Now we can get somewhere.”  She walked over to the shaft.  
 
    
 
   It was a dull white color, and while she thought it would drop straight down, it did not.  The opening was in the side of a shaft running nearly horizontally.  The covering, or door, was about 70 centimeters wide in a disk shape, but the actual space in the shaft was much smaller.  
 
    
 
   “This is where you can enter.  While looking down at the opening from your current position, you will need to enter and proceed to your right,” Sandie instructed.  
 
    
 
   “It smells clean for a sewage system,”  Jerome said. “Do you want me to go first?  I think we will need to push our backpacks and gear ahead of us, or drag it behind.  I know I will barely fit in there without my equipment on me. There are two ways of exerting our strength: one is pushing, the other is pulling.  What do you think?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry slipped off her backpack, and then took her belt and holster off as well.  She tied the belt end to the straps on her backpack and then made a loop about her waist with the narrowest part of the straps.  “I go first.”
 
    
 
   Jerome commented, “It will be easier to drag it behind, unless there are vertical aspects to the shaft.  We will also need to get to the fusion packs for the molecular torches.  Sandie?  Does the shaft run mostly horizontally?”
 
    
 
   “The section which has been cleared and blocked off runs at a 14-degree incline from horizontal all the way to where Pine 1206 is said to be located.  There are only slight deviations, as I observed from the readings on the cleaning lozenge.  The distance is three hundred ninety-one meters.”
 
    
 
   “It is completely dark inside there,” Cammarry observed.  “So Jerome, can you drag your pack behind us, and I will push mine ahead of us?  I will set the fusion pack light on so we can see.”
 
    
 
   “Unless you want me to go first,” Jerome offered.  
 
    
 
   “I said I would do it.  Sorry.  I just want to get this mission accomplished as soon as we can.”  Cammarry started to rearrange her backpack into a different configuration.  She strapped the fusion pack to the outside and tucked the molecular torch in next to it.  Turning the light on she said, “Yes, I can push this ahead of us, and you can follow by dragging yours behind.”
 
    
 
   Jerome fiddled with his backpack, and also put the fusion pack on the outside of it and placed his weapon in the pack.  He took the molecular torch and inserted it into a forearm pouch in his RAM suit.  The connecting cable barely reached from the fusion pack to the torch, but Jerome made it work by running it under his arm.  “I will not be able to move my arms very much once we are inside that shaft.  It will be tight.”
 
    
 
   “Well, I will wiggle around enough for us both.”  Cammarry dropped the pack into the shaft, the fusion light casting a glow over the dull white interior.  She then slid herself head first inside.  “Not too bad.  The surface is very smooth and I can slide along easily.  Will you follow me?”
 
    
 
   “We are in this together.  Cammarry, I will follow you anywhere.  Usually I try to live out the aphorism ‘Do not walk behind me.  Do not walk in front of me. Just walk beside me and be my friend’ but in this case I will say I can just follow my best friend as we crawl on our bellies.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry actually laughed a bit at what Jerome said.
 
    
 
   Jerome turned on the light on his fusion pack and slid into the shaft.  It was very tight for him, but by rolling onto his back he found he could propel himself along better.  His backpack was slowing dragged inside as he moved along.  The opening struts on the shaft’s access hatch retracted and Jerome and Cammarry were inside the long dull white shaft.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   11 Leaving orbit
 
    
 
    
 
   A dull white surface was just centimeters in front of Jerome’s face.  He could feel his breath on his face as it flowed out and bounced off that surface.  The light from ahead of Cammarry, and the light from behind him on the pack he was dragging cast peculiar shadows as Cammarry moved and he slid along.  She was crawling on her belly, he was sliding on his back, and the shaft felt endless.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  How are you doing?”  Jerome asked as he slithered along inside the dull white shaft.  He could see small scratch marks on the dull white surface from where the cleaning lozenge had scrapped it free of what had been in the shaft before.  There was still a faint odor, a mixture of chemicals and burning and human sweat.  He knew the sweat was recent as his armpits, back, and groin were wet with the exertion.
 
    
 
   “I am making it.  You?” Cammarry replied.  
 
    
 
   “I am right behind you, but have you considered that we are in a tight shaft, inside of what was probably the largest spacecraft ever built?  Does that strike you as funny or what?”
 
    
 
   “It makes me want to finish as soon as I can,” Cammarry said.  “Also, I am angry about this whole mess.”
 
    
 
   “I think Sandie had the mess flushed out of here before we got inside.  Right Sandie?”
 
    
 
   The AI’s voice came through the com-links.  “That is correct.  You could not have survived at all inside the utility shaft prior to the cleaning procedure I ordered.  You are now coming to the one-hundred-meter point in your journey and passing beneath the perimeter of engineering.”
 
    
 
   “You knew I meant the mess of this mission, not the mess of sewage which was in the shaft before.”  Cammarry’s words were bitter.  “That is what makes me angry.”
 
    
 
   A faint knock, like a pounding sound vibrated through the shaft.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  What is that noise?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am unable to identify it.  I am sorry.  That noise did not occur when the cleaning lozenge passed through the shaft while I was monitoring it, or it was masked by the operations of the cleaning lozenge.”
 
    
 
   Jerome really wanted to pull his arms down from over his head, and bend his knees up, or just roll over.  He attempted to do those, but the shaft was too narrow for moving his knees up much, and his arms were too long from shoulder to elbow for him to get them down.  He rolled over in the shaft, but lying face down was worse so he rolled back and continued to slither along.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry, being smaller in stature had more freedom of movement.  She continued to press forward.  She was moving faster than Jerome and the distance between them grew greater.  
 
    
 
   The vibrations came again.  This time the knocking sound was louder and emanated more from the shaft’s wall.  It was like a tapping or someone knocking.  Placing his hands on the dull white surface, Jerome could feel the vibrations, and hear the sounds as it tapped and tapped and tapped.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, this is getting louder.”  Jerome called out while the tapping was happening.  Cammarry did not respond, if she heard him. 
 
    
 
   When the tapping stopped he called again.  “Cammarry how are you?”
 
    
 
   “Moving along.  You?”
 
    
 
   “Following.”
 
    
 
   The tapping came again, but this time even more forceful and loud.  It pounded down faster and faster. The vibrations shuddered along the shaft’s interior surface where Jerome and Cammarry could both feel it.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  What is this?”  Jerome hollered.
 
    
 
   The pounding continued, and if Sandie replied, Jerome could not hear it.  He could barely reach back with his hand to push on the com-link.  He could not alter it enough to tell if Sandie was trying to reply.  
 
    
 
   Suddenly, the pounding ended, and the shuddering stopped.  
 
    
 
   “….ing.  Continue moving.  The noise you are experiencing is of an unknown origin.  You are currently two hundred and seventy meters along the way to Pine 1206.  I will keep repeating.   Continue moving…”
 
    
 
   “Sandie I hear you!”  Jerome called out.  The pounding was echoing in his head, and his teeth were sore from the heavy vibrations.  
 
    
 
   “Good!  You two continue moving.  I will alert you when…”
 
    
 
   The pounding came back, but even more loudly than before.  Jerome felt his bones quivering and he was jostled off his back.  The fusion pack light danced a jig behind him making flashes of illumination off the dull white inside shaft.  It was hard to mentally focus.  He called out, “Cammarry are you there?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry could not hear Jerome over the pounding and the shaking going on all around the utility shaft.  But she could hear Shadow who spoke, “Why did you come into this place?”
 
    
 
   “Tell me where I am.  I need to know when to cut my way out,” Cammarry answered as she wiggled forward.  After some more moving, she paused and looked ahead, but the light from her fusion pack, which she had been pushing along, just revealed the same long and apparently endless shaft of dull white.  
 
    
 
   “How will you ever complete your mission now?”  Shadow asked.  “You are marooned here in this shaft.  Why did you do this to yourself?”
 
    
 
   “You are from this ship.  Tell me where I can get out, or shut down that infernal clatter,” Cammarry yelled.  Her voice was drown out by the pounding which circled around the shaft.  The noise was rotating around her.  First it was above her, then to the side, then beneath her, then the other side, and then above again.  The cycle repeated, but rotated in the opposite direction.  It circled her again and again with its deep pounding and shaking of the utility shaft.  “Make it stop!”
 
    
 
   “I am unable to comply with your command,” Shadow answered.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry unexpectedly felt Jerome’s hand on her heel.  He squeezed reassuringly and pushed her foot forward.  She had nearly forgotten he was behind her.  She began moving again.  
 
    
 
   “…me?  You are now at three hundred fifty two meters.  It is not much….”  Sandie’s voice was interrupted by the drubbing sound which had become both noise and vibration together.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s eyes were watering and her ears were ringing. She was losing orientation as to what was up or down.  The skittering of the fusion light was hard to take as her eyes were either blinded by the brightness, or trying to adjust to the shadows which dropped over her.  
 
    
 
   “Shadow! Stop this racket!”  Cammarry yelled.  
 
    
 
   “I am unable to comply with your command,” Shadow answered.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie help me!”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  She kept crawling forward.  The noises stopped, but the echoes rang in her head, her back, her hips, and her bladder.  She was unsure if she could hold herself together much longer.  Straining to look ahead while the noise had abated, she saw something coming slowly toward her.  It was a dark brown color and at first she was unsure if it was a visual disturbance in the shaft or not.   
 
    
 
   “Jerome!  Something is in here with us!”  Cammarry yelled.  
 
    
 
   “What is….”  Jerome’s reply was cut off as the thudding, throbbing pulse beat against the shaft yet again.  Faster and louder and harder than previously, it was all encompassing.  Jerome wondered if people were standing outside the shaft striking it with large hammers.  He reached forward to try to again touch Cammarry, but his fingers closed on empty air.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry scooted forward and right toward the brown thing in the shaft.  She could see it better now.  It was a device which fit very snugly in the shaft.  On visible end of it, there was a projection toward her. A diamond shaped protuberance was right there.  There were small appendages, which reminded Cammarry of microscopic cilia, but these were all around the edge of the device.  Those small appendages were loosely arranged around the tiny space between the device and the walls of the shaft. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry crawled forward, trying to ignore the incredibly loud pounding reverberations that were pummeling all around her.  Getting close enough to the brown device she could see a plate of some kind with lettering.  
 
    
 
   ‘Lozenge B239WM Model CFE’
 
    
 
   “The cleaning lozenge?”  Cammarry said.  The noise was so loud she was unsure if she spoke audibly or not.  “Sandie?  Is this where I cut our way out?”
 
    
 
   The pounding noise continued and concealed any other sounds.  
 
    
 
   “Shadow?  Please answer me. Is this where I cut us out?”
 
    
 
   Again there was no response.  
 
    
 
   “We are leaving here.”  Cammarry took the molecular torch in hand and set it to its deepest cutting level.  She paused for a moment, hoping the pounding would stop, and wondering which direction to make the cuts.  When the noises increased she rolled onto her back and with both hands extended ahead of her, neatly used the torch to cut out a large section of the top of the shaft.  A few drops of melted permalloy fell, but she was skilled enough to dodge those with her hands.  Nothing else fell from the newly made opening.  She drew the torch along and made a cut about two centimeters wide.  She made the cut across the top of the shaft, and then drew it horizontally about midway in the shaft.  Making the second overhead cut required her to slide under the first.  She did that, hoping nothing heavy would fall in and crush her as she continued making the exit. After severing nearly a complete section out of the curved shaft’s walls, she used one hand to cut the final part connecting with where she had made the first cut.   The border of the door she was creating was finished and she pushed it upward.  
 
    
 
   “Yes!” She cried in triumph as the shaft section moved easily out of the way, revealing a dark and cool area.  Cammarry could still hear the incessant pounding, but it now was less intense as the sound dissipated in the newly found area.  She placed the cut out section over onto the outer side of the shaft, careful not to let it slip away. Next came the fusion light which she placed on top of the cut out section.  Its light showed her where she was.  The space was wide with heavy cross beam braces in an X shape.  The shaft was held up by those cross braces at intervals of about ten meters.  Her exit passage was between two of those cross braces.  About two meters over her head was the ceiling for this area.  She peered over the shaft and saw about that same distance down to a floor below.  Numerous other ducts, pipes, conduits, tubes, and countless wires ran along the walls and connected to the cross braces.   Some of those pipes connected right into the shaft she had exited, even though she had not seen any junctions while she crawled through.    
 
    
 
   “Come on out Jerome!  Follow me!”  Cammarry yelled, but she could not even hear her own voice over the pounding sounds.  At least here the sounds were less intense. 
 
    
 
   She climbed out and pulled her backpack with her.  Standing on the shaft’s outer surface she noted it was a dark gray color and roughly finished.  The rough texture allowed her to stand on it and not slip. Pulling the backpack on, and belting her gear around her waist, she rose and stepped with balanced care along the top of the shaft until she reached the closest cross bracing.
 
    
 
   “Come on Jerome!”  She yelled.  This time she heard a bit of her own voice, but the pounding sounds were still masking almost everything else.  
 
    
 
   Jerome’s hands pushed up from the opening in the shaft.  He then used his arms to pull his body from the shaft and then dragged out his own backpack, and gear. He looked around and spying Cammarry gave her a heartwarming smile.  She returned the look.  Jerome slid his legs to either side of the shaft and thus straddling it, took the cut out section and placed it back in the opening.  It nearly slid inside, and he caught it and put it off to the side a bit.  He pulled out his own torch, and adjusted it for welding.  Placing the cutout back into the opening he spot-welded several places along its perimeter.  When those were secure he tediously and methodically welded a seal all the way around the opening, fusing the permalloy back together again.  
 
    
 
   “Come on!  Quit wasting our time!”  Cammarry yelled.  Jerome did not acknowledge that he heard her, and she doubted if he would hear her even if she were to yell in his ear from a centimeter away.  As it was she was yelling from several meters away.  
 
    
 
   Finishing his repair work, Jerome looked up just as the pounding noise stopped.  He smiled again and spoke, “We made it through there!”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Cammarry called back as she heard something, but her own ears were still ringing with the after effects of all the pummeling sound.  
 
    
 
   Jerome repacked his backpack, and Cammarry saw the fruits he was carrying as well as the tools, and a data stick reader and a data stick.  
 
    
 
   “Why did your waste space with those?  They do not work.  None of them do!”  
 
    
 
   “What?  I can hardly hear you!  The belt on my waist?  Yes!  I have the belt for my waist!”  Jerome held it up and showed her.  The weapon holster and tool pouches were intact and he strapped it around himself.  He then dug into his ears with his fingers, and that seemed to ease some of the pain and echoing that was still happening to his hearing.  As he sat straddling the shaft he massaged his legs and flexed his knees. 
 
    
 
   “No!  The data sticks! Why did you bring them?”  Cammarry hollered.  
 
    
 
   “Dated what?”  Jerome replied.  “Oh, the data sticks.  I brought them because I want to read something, sometime, somewhere.  I hope to get them working again.”   His ears were ringing a bit less.
 
    
 
   Cammarry heard his reply and smiled.  She too hoped they could get the data sticks repaired.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Cammarry?”  The AI Sandie asked.  “At this time, can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   Jerome pushed the com-link on his ear at nearly the same time as Cammarry did the same for her own.  He adjusted the volume to maximum.
 
    
 
   “Yes!  I can hear you now!”  
 
    
 
   “I hear you!”  Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   The was a whoosh and a shake and the shaft beneath Jerome’s legs and under Cammarry’s feet bounced a bit as materials started to flow through it again.  The seam Jerome had made did not leak.  
 
    
 
   “I positioned the cleaning lozenge to block your path at the correct spot, since we were unable to communicate because of the noises.  I tried sending video signals, but they were not successfully displayed,” Sandie stated with relief in her mechanical voice.  “You made it to near Pine 1206, at least from the records I discovered.  Visualizing this place, I suggest you ascend on the cross beam and open up a passage next to that smaller yellow shaft which intersects with the utility shaft you just traversed,” Sandie instructed.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked around and saw the smaller shaft Sandie described.  It went up at an angle and then entered the ceiling right above Cammarry’s head.  He stood up and being careful not to hit his head on some of the pipework and other fixtures which ran through the space he walked over to where Cammarry was standing.  He hugged her fiercely.  “You did great!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry held him tightly as well, and said, “We still need to cut our way out of here.”
 
    
 
   “Let me do that.”  Jerome took out his torch and set it to cutting.  He quickly circumscribed a circle in the permalloy of the ceiling which was large enough for him with his backpack on to enter.  “No tight crawling this time,” he said as he swept the molecular torch around.  He let the severed oval fall out and it clanged to the floor below.  Light spilled down out of the opening he had created.  Placing his foot on the cross beam he stepped up and stuck his arms and head inside.  A small stream of water poured over the edge and dribbled down his leg.  “We found a toileting area, but in my eagerness to get out of here, I cut the side off of the toilet.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry laughed.    
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled himself all the way up.  He reached back and aided Cammarry as she too climbed up and into the lavatory.  
 
    
 
   “Well, there is at least more than one toilet.  Do you plan to cut the others apart as well?”  Cammarry joked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at what he had done, and then quickly welded shut the water pipe which was vainly trying to refill the truncated toilet bowl.  “I just cannot stand to see water wasted.  Conservation is a state of harmony between people and the world.”
 
    
 
   “Water just does not seem to be as big of an issue here as in Dome 17,” Cammarry observed.  “Look at these toilets.  They all use water to carry away wastes.  That is a waste of a precious resource.  But they must go to some reclamation center where the water is retrieved for further use.”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI added, “The extreme recycling methods of Dome 17 have not been seen in any of our exploration of the Conestoga, but remember this technology is roughly one hundred years old.  I am very thankful you arrived in this lavatory. I conjecture that Pine 1206 is beyond that door, or at least an ancillary room which adjoins Pine 1206 is there.  Having a lavatory near to a hanger bay is a prudent and logical design feature.”
 
    
 
   “We will find out,” Cammarry stated as she walked past Jerome and opened the door.  
 
    
 
   “There is no growth medium here, nor any plants,” Jerome stated as he followed her.  
 
    
 
   The door opened easily, and beyond was brightly lit.  They walked out into a room about twenty meters long, and five meters wide.  To their left the entire wall was made of clear permalloy, but there were only dim shapes and gray shadows beyond the transparent, yet ultra-strong material.  A workstation countertop, with slanted consoles of buttons, levers, dials, gauges, and small display screens ran the length of the clear permalloy.  Several plush chairs were pushed up against the countertop.  The other three walls were of opaque permalloy, a bluish green color.  There was a bulkhead door set into the permalloy.  There was a pressure door to their right.  Next to each of those doors was a lit up nine colored section control pad.  A door marked ESRC was in the corner.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry gawked at the ESRC, but did not approach it. She rubbed her arm without thinking about it.  
 
    
 
   Jerome sat down at one of the chairs, and looked over the controls.  He toggled a lever which was marked, ‘Main Lighting’.
 
    
 
   “A hanger bay!”  Cammarry said as she quit looking at the ESRC and gazed out through the clear permalloy.  Numerous overhead lights snapped on.  She thought of the orchard she had broken into and then sprinted across.  She wondered which was larger, the hanger bay she was observing now, or the orchard.  They both were larger than where Khin’s Goat People lived. 
 
    
 
   The hanger bay was much wider than the observation deck where they stood.  It extended far to their right.  The ceiling was high, and the opposite wall was comprised of huge hanger bay doors.  Those doors were dark blue with yellow cross stripes.  Around the edges of the hanger bay there were tanks, and cylindrical storage containers labeled as ‘Thruster Fuel’ and ‘Decontamination’ and ‘Hydraulics’ and some others which they could not read from the observation deck.   The floor was marked off in bright yellow stripes which divided the space into four equal-sized, separate areas.  Large numbers were painted onto the center of those areas and the same number was painted on the ceiling over the top.  
 
    
 
   “We found some shuttles,” Jerome said.  “Several of them.”
 
    
 
   Stall 1 was empty.  
 
    
 
   Stall 2 had a delta-winged vehicle, obviously designed for flight, parked there on skids.  The overall color was white with a dark yellow trim.  The body was a triangular tube with rounded nose.  The wings were slung under that tube.  It was sleek and pointed toward the hanger bay doors.  There were twin propulsion engines at its rear to either side of the tall rudder.  Thruster nozzles were visible at various spots on the shuttle’s fuselage.  The wingspan was something like twenty meters, which nearly filled the stall where it rested.  Its rudder stood about twenty-five meters tall.    
 
    
 
   Stall 3 was empty.
 
    
 
   Stall 4, at the far end of the hanger bay, had three small vehicles parked in it.  They looked identical from the distance.  Each was much smaller than the shuttle in stall 2.
 
    
 
   “That large one will be where we start looking for commination equipment.  Those others are not much bigger than a fusion truck,” Cammarry said dismissively.  
 
    
 
   “But they all look designed for flight,” Jerome stated.  He was observing the small ones’ blue and white color scheme which emphasized the pointy nosecone, which was just in front of an elongated bubble canopy.  The canopies were propped open.  The white edged wings were small and looked to be nearly touching the floor.  The body to wing ratio was different for the small craft from the large one.  The large one’s wings were a much greater proportion of its body than on the small craft. Each small blue and white craft had a single propulsion engine at its rear between the rudder and stabilizers.  
 
    
 
   “I agree with Jerome, those vessels were designed for flight, and not only in vacuum, but also in an atmosphere,” Sandie stated.  “The aerodynamics would not be needed for pure vacuum flight.  Both the larger type, and those three smaller ones are probably capable of flight from here to the planet.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry sat down and quickly scanned the controls before her.  Pushing a slide lever to the side, she activated the door which opened from the observation deck to the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “So we go find a communication system, and speak to another of this old ship’s artificial intelligence systems…. I mean one of its synthetic brains.  They are somewhere on that planet, and I intend to find one.”  She got up and walked through the now open doorway and out into the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, would you please connect me into an access post?”  Sandie asked.  “I want to see what is operational here, and access the nonphysicality.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea Sandie.”  Jerome pulled out the cable and jacked it into an access port.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry hustled over to the large shuttle.  It had yellow trimmed edges, and a row of blacked out windows which ran along the front third of the fuselage.  Along the side of the ship was the inscription, Model 6 NS-A1L in dark yellow on the white. There was an open plug-style door on the side where Cammarry approached.  The door was slid back, locked in the open position, but the interior of the shuttle was dark.  She jumped up onto the trailing edge of the wing and approached the open doorway.  Turning on the fusion pack and shining the light inside of shuttle, she stopped.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, there are dead bodies in this shuttle.  A number of them.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled the com-link’s cable out of the access port and rushed to where Cammarry standing on the wing looking into the shuttle.  He vaulted up next to her.  
 
    
 
   “They are just dead bodies,” Cammarry admonished.  “They are not newly killed, and there is no danger here.”
 
    
 
   “They are in spacesuits,” Jerome stated as he too looked inside.  
 
    
 
   The bodies were clad in green spacesuits with bubble helmets.  Each person had been strapped into a flight seat.  Their faces, or the mummified remains of what had been their faces, were visible behind the clear permalloy of the bubble helmets.  The brown and shriveled up grimaces did not reveal much at all about how the victims looked before death.    
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped inside and looked at the writing which was across the front left chest of each suit.  “Hedviga Golik, Joyce Vincent, Barbara Salinas, Norman Simon, Alton Zahorka.  All dead and no one has come here for how long?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI responded, “Dating their time of death is not possible with any amount of precision using only the visual images I have.  It certainly is decades, since their demise.  The spacesuits are a somewhat effective barrier against decay, so the rate of decomposition is hard to establish.”
 
    
 
   “What killed them?”  Jerome asked.  “They look like they were just sitting here waiting to fly off.”
 
    
 
   “How they died does not matter,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  “What is vital is you complete the mission and connect back to Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Jerome and he showed no signs of hearing Shadow.  She then examined the cockpit more closely.  Hedviga Golik was in the pilot seat, while the others were in the seats behind.  She tried some switches, but none of the controls had any power, and the only light inside the shuttle was from her own fusion pack.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, we need to see if this shuttle has communication equipment which can connect us to one of the Conestoga’s surviving AIs, I mean, synthetic brains, wherever they are.  That will enhance our chances of finding the Dome 17 signal.”
 
    
 
   “I agree,” Jerome said.  “That is why I am with you on this quest.  However, something killed all these people, and they were in spacesuits, and knew the layout and how to operate all this antique equipment.  Caution and prudence is in order.  I am reminded of the saying, ‘beware my friend as you pass by, as you were now, so once was I.  As I am now so, you might be, be careful lest you follow me.’”
 
    
 
   “Jerome does not want you to succeed,” Shadow whispered.  
 
    
 
   “That is nonsense,” Cammarry snapped.  
 
    
 
   “Sorry.  That quote is a bit morbid, speaking for the dead like that.  Forgive me,” Jerome was sincere in his apology, but a bit confused as to why Cammarry was so upset by his old quote.  “We could try connecting a fusion pack into the cockpit controls.  That might empower the systems here for our examination.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea.”  Cammarry pulled out a cable from her fusion pack and looked for an access port.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  What did you find in the nonphysicality?”
 
    
 
   The AI replied, “As we suspected, this hanger bay, is Pine 1206.  The main synthetic brain that oversaw this area was destroyed, I am assuming at roughly the same time as the insurrection and the termination of the ship’s primary systems.  I could find no log records of any kind after that SB was destroyed.  This location, like so many of the others on the needle ship, is not interconnected to anywhere else on the Conestoga through the nonphysicality.  The power system, and life support systems are functional here, but on tertiary controls.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry plugged the fusion pack into an access port, and the cockpit flickered and sizzled to life.  “Awaiting launch authorization.  Restraint systems active.  Awaiting launch authorization. Restraint systems active.    Awaiting launch authorization. Restraint systems active.” A mechanical voice repeated from the cockpit.  There was also a display screen that flashed blue swirls of color.  
 
    
 
   Jerome reached to the nearest body and checked the straps which held it in.  They came over the shoulders, and up from the sides, with one between the legs.  Those straps met at the waist in a pentagonal shaped buckle.  He pushed at the latch several times, but nothing happened.  The restraints did not open. 
 
    
 
   “They were just waiting to go?”  Jerome asked.  “But could never get out?  The restraints held them in.  Now that is a nasty way to die.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry was adjusting some of the controls in the cockpit.  “I got that announcement shut off.  It was almost as annoying as the pounding in the sewer.  The fusion pack has charged the energy system here, at least for a while.  It looks like these controls seized up when the power went out.  Must have been a long long wait for lufi amalgam energy systems to drain out in standby mode.  Sandie, can you find a communication system here?”  She pulled the cable from her com-link and jack it into the access port.  
 
    
 
   “Searching,” Sandie replied.  “This obsolete system is fragile, but I am able to review its components.  The antenna for the communication apparatus has physical damage.  It would have been an easy repair, however, the system here refused to release any of the people who were strapped in to do the repairs.”
 
    
 
   “How did that happen?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “This system is unable to effectively do hypothetical conjectures and correlate possibilities.  It follows algorithms and immutable rules which were in conflict.  One assessment identified the antenna problem and opened the door, however another identified that there was something outside the craft which was damaging the shuttle.  The rule said the occupants could not be exposed to that risk during launch preparations.  Without the proper analytical powers needed, because it was not connected to an artificial intelligence system, or even one of the Conestoga’s more primitive synthetic brains, the machines here simply locked into a repeating cycle which trapped the people who were attempting the launch.”  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, can the repairs still be made?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I believe so,” Sandie replied.  “I conjecture a 71% chance of this shuttle’s communication system being restored should the antenna be repaired.”
 
    
 
   “Where do I make the repairs?”  Jerome looked around the outside of the shuttle.  
 
    
 
   “Near the rear stabilizer there is a panel which will need to be removed.  I will guide you through the repairs.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome walked along the swept back wing to the rear of the shuttle.  A small door was marked in red lettering, ‘Warning Hot Exhaust’ and ‘Proper Protective Suit Required.  Do NOT Open During Flight’ 
 
    
 
   “I again used the Machine Maintenance code I discovered to unlock that panel,” Sandie sounded pleased with her efforts.  
 
    
 
   Jerome opened the panel.  
 
    
 
   “See the blue conduit which runs from the lower left to the upper right?  That will need to be shifted into a vertical position, after moving the green lever at the top.  That will reconnect the antenna relays which are under the skin of the shuttle along its anterior surface,” Sandie instructed.  
 
    
 
   Jerome grasped the green lever and tried to rotate it.  It was very stiff, and he grabbed it with both hands and it began to slide a bit.
 
    
 
   There was a sizzling sound, and a pungent odor.  Jerome pulled back a bit.
 
    
 
   Kablam!
 
 
   Sparks and flames shot out.  Jerome leaped away just in time to avoid being scalded or injured.  He rolled across the hanger bay floor.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome what happened?”  Cammarry called as she ran out from the interior of the shuttle.  
 
    
 
   Jerome shook his head and looked up at Cammarry.  “Life is full of surprises, and one of them happened to me.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry saw that Jerome was not injured, but she then looked over at the smoking door on the shuttle.  
 
    
 
   “He did not want to fix the antenna,” Shadow whispered.  “He does not want you to succeed.”
 
    
 
   “I disagree!”  Cammarry replied to Shadow.
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at her with a puzzled expression.  “This really was a surprise. Truly a surprise.”
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke through the com-links.  “I have analyzed the incident.  The fusion pack power that had recharged the energy system of the shuttle overloaded the flimsy communication system.  When the antenna was realigned, it worked momentarily, but could not compensate for that surge of energy. I am sorry to report that it is now ruined and beyond repair.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie and Jerome are working to stop you,” Shadow whispered.  “Neither want you to make contact.  Why?  Do they want to be marooned here?  Why do they want you left out of things?  Why are they acting like Jubal?  What game are they playing?”
 
    
 
    “This is not some game!” Cammarry called down.  “We need this to work.  Even though we are way behind schedule, the people in Dome 17 can still be saved.  Brink might have found a way to extend the life in the dome, and I will not quit until I find a way to connect with them.”  She walked over and grabbed her gear from within the shuttle.  Then she swung down off the wing and walked away.  “One of these little ones will have a communication system.”  
 
    
 
   “Let me help you,” Jerome said as he got up.  
 
    
 
   “You have already done more than enough.  I will do this alone,” Cammarry said tersely.  
 
    
 
   “Hello?  Cammarry? I am sorry for the accident, but it was just that, an accident.”  Jerome walked toward her.  “Things go better when we work together.  Cooperation, makes it happen.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned and stared at Jerome. “I said I will do this alone.”
 
    
 
   Jerome lifted his hands and stepped back.  “I am sorry for whatever I have done here.  If you need my help, please let me know.”  He walked back and around the end of the big shuttle which was still smoldering a bit from the ruined antenna.  
 
    
 
   She turned and marched over to the nearest small shuttle.  As she drew closer she could read the markings on its side.  ‘Runabout NS-05’ was printed in black lettering under the edge where the canopy would close.  She saw that there were tandem seats in the skinny cockpit, and that the canopy consisted of two parts.  One part would close and covered the front seat, and the other covered the rear seat.  They locked together in the up or down position, but could be moved independently.   
 
    
 
   “These craft are much more what you need,” Shadow said.  “I am sure if you get inside the communication system will be functional.  There are no dead bodies here.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry climbed up and looked into the front seat.  It was cozy and snug.  The control dashboard had a major lever, and rows of toggle switches, as well as gauges, dials, and two small display screens.  Some of the instruments were labeled.  She saw a dial marked, ‘Long Range Transmitter’ which thrilled her heart.  Throwing her backpack in the rear seat she sat down.  She turned the dial on the ‘Long Range Transmitter’ and heard a clicking noise.  
 
    
 
   Lights came on in the cockpit and the controls were backlit in various colors.  A mechanical voice came from the dashboard.  “This is SB Joseph Crater of Habitat Alpha.  Initiating automatic recall and retrieval.”
 
    
 
   “A synthetic brain?”  Cammarry asked.  “Can you assist me in finding a signal?”
 
    
 
   The machine designated SB Joseph Crater responded, “Automatic recall and retrieval engaged.  Emergency decompression of hanger bay activated. You will launch after Model 6 NS-A1L. Vacuum in ten seconds.”
 
    
 
   “No!  Halt operations!”  Cammarry ordered.  
 
    
 
   “Recall and retrieval initiated” SB Joseph Crater replied.  
 
    
 
   The canopy over Cammarry snapped shut.  The rear section locked down and the clear permalloy mutated into a dark gray color.  
 
    
 
   A warning siren began whooping in the hanger bay.  Jerome looked over just in time to see the canopy slam down on the small shuttle Cammarry had entered.  
 
    
 
   “No!”  He yelled.  “Cammarry get out of there!”
 
    
 
   Bright flashing lights extended down from the ceiling and those turned on and beams of yellow floodlights strobed throughout the hanger bay.  The siren increased its intensity in fluctuating tones.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome!  The hanger bay is set for emergency decompression!”  Cammarry yelled through the com-link.  “I cannot open the canopy here!  Jerome!  Run!”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked toward the other two small shuttles with their open canopies, and then back toward the large shuttle which was still smoldering from where the accident had happened.  He considered making a run for one of the shuttles, but then saw the flashing red light over the door to the observation deck come on.  It was flashing ‘Exit’ in bright red letters.  
 
    
 
   He dashed toward the observation deck, as it was closest to his position.  As he ran he commanded, “Sandie stop whatever is happening in here.  Cammarry must not be trapped in that shuttle like those dead people.”
 
    
 
   The AI replied, “I am conjecturing possibilities.  Please connect into the access port as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
   Jerome jumped through the doorway above which the red ‘Exit’ sign flashed.  He heard creaking and groaning as doors all around the hanger bay slammed shut.  Their locking mechanisms spun and airtight seals engaged.   He pulled the cable connection out of the com-link and inserted it into the access port.  The control board was wildly flashing colors, and the displays were showing readings from the hanger bay.  A countdown was happening on one display.
 
    
 
   “I am searching for ways to help,” Sandie stated.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry can you get out?  Shut down everything!  Sandie! Just stop this all!”  Jerome commanded.  “Cammarry is trapped in there!”
 
    
 
   “I cannot find a way to halt the cavalcade of programs that have started and are in operation.  There is a cascade effect with one system igniting the next and the next.  They have received authorization from an outside agency,” Sandie said.  “I am limited to the nonphysicality.  Most of them lack a direct connection to the nonphysicality, and the few that I can access are refusing all my efforts.” 
 
    
 
   “Destroy them if you must!  Just stop all this!”  Jerome had a sick feeling as he watched what was happening.  He hated feeling so helpless.
 
    
 
   The screen which had the countdown reached zero and then read, ‘Depressurization Complete’ in flashing letters.  
 
    
 
   “How will we get her out of there?  Is that shuttle pressurized?”  Jerome yelled.  “Cammarry what is happening?  Sandie, connect me to Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “The com-link is functional.  She should be hearing you,” Sandie stated. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s voice came in a soft and echoing way filled with static. “Nothing responds to me in here.  Joseph Crater…”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome yelled. “Who?” 
 
    
 
   ‘Gravity Manipulation Disengaged’ the display now flashed in a different color.  
 
    
 
   Jerome felt no change, but he saw the difference.  The runabout shuttle, NS-05, fired a brief thruster burst from its inferior nozzles and lifted off the deck.  A slight spurt from the anterior thruster stabilized the small shuttle so it floated over the deck.  Docking clamps fell open off the bottom of the shuttle. Items which had been lying on the floor of the hanger bay now were slightly raised by the thruster’s emissions.  They drifted and did not sink back to the deck.  The small shuttle just hovered over the parking stall.  Its darkened canopy hiding any trace of Cammarry.
 
    
 
   The huge hanger bay doors moved.  They cracked open and the last wisps of atmosphere were sucked out into space.  With a shuddering and grinding creak, the blue with yellow striped exterior doors folded back onto themselves.   Their huge thickness was now visible as they revealed space beyond them.  There was a red sheen shining in as the star’s light was let into the hanger bay.  A small crescent of the green planet was visible as the doors kept opening. 
 
    
 
   Jerome turned from looking at the opening external doors, to watch the runabout where Cammarry was trapped.  He yelled again for her.  “Cammarry!”  Cammarry!”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   ‘Launching shuttle Model 6 NS-A1L’ the display screen scrolled.  
 
    
 
   Jerome watched in horror.  The large shuttle which held the dead bodies raised jerkily up off the hanger deck.  Its thrusters were not firing in synchronization.  Its left side was closer to the deck than its right.  The panel where the damaged antenna was located was no longer smoking, but the panel’s access hatch was still open.  So too was the plug door on the side of the fuselage.  Therefore the whole cabin of the big shuttle was in vacuum.   Jerome’s mind briefly wondered what was happening to the dead bodies inside.  He then thought of Cammarry as he realized the big shuttle was going to launch into space.   
 
    
 
   “Sandie, stop this!”  Jerome yelled.  “Do whatever it takes to keep Cammarry here!”  He aggressively attacked the control levers and buttons.  None of them responded to his touch.  He even tried to copy the action Cammarry had done in opening the pressure door from the observation deck.  That only elicited a negative function sound.
 
    
 
   “I have currently found no way to assist.  I am still trying,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   The big shuttle’s aft thrusters fired, yet they too were not in alignment.  The big shuttle went into a lazy and agonizingly slow spiral as it tried to launch.  The path of its trajectory took it somewhat toward the open hanger bay doors, but Jerome could see it would strike the left side of the door frame before it cleared the bay.
 
    
 
   “The big one will crash!”    
 
    
 
   The small shuttle with Cammarry in it was still hovering in place.
 
    
 
   The big shuttle was moving faster as it swung toward the doorframe and headed toward the wreck Jerome expected.  
 
    
 
   “Deploying spill-suppression crash foam!”  Sandie called out. 
 
    
 
   A long streamer of golden colored foam sprayed from a tank at the side of the hanger bay.  It struck the big shuttle under its wing and nudged it just enough that it went spinning along, and barrel rolling.  It barely missed the hanger bay doors, and the deck, as it tumbled out into space.  
 
    
 
   “Great!  Sandie now stop the little shuttle from taking Cammarry!  Close the hanger bay!  Activate gravity manipulation!  Magnetize it!  Do something!”
 
    
 
   “I am attempting all possibilities,” Sandie replied.  “Few systems here are unlocking to the Machine Maintenance codes or other efforts I am trying.  It was a low probability that the crash foam would deploy.  I am attempting all possibilities.”
 
    
 
   ‘Launch of Model 6 NS-A1L completed. Now launching Runabout Shuttle NS-05’ the display screen scrolled.  
 
    
 
   “No!  Cammarry!  Sandie stop this!  Cammarry answer me!  What is happening!  Cammarry!”
 
    
 
   The runabout fired its sole rear thruster in a small and controlled way.  Silently the little blue and white shuttle, with its blacked out canopy moved directly out of the hanger bay precisely at the center of the open exterior doors. 
 
    
 
   ‘Launch of Runabout Shuttle NS-05 completed.  Ceasing operations.’
 
    
 
   The hanger bay doors quickly were folding back into the closed position.  The doors were blocking out the blackness of space, with its twinkling field of stars, and the red tinted glow from the sun, as well as the green edge of the planet.  Most importantly of all, the doors blocked seeing where the small runabout, with Cammarry inside was heading.
 
    
 
   “No, no, no, no!”  Jerome yelled and pounded his fist down on the countertop.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   12 off into the wild green yonder
 
    
 
    
 
   “This is what you wanted,” Shadow said as the runabout shuttle passed through the doorway made by the retracting external hanger bay doors.  “You will be making planet fall.  Strap yourself in.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry braced her hands against the canopy and the side wall to stabilize herself in the cockpit.  She knew gravity manipulation had been turned off.  She saw the unused restraints, but also remembered the dead bodies which were strapped into the other shuttle.  
 
    
 
   “I want to connect to Dome 17.  Not fly off and maroon Jerome alone on that old ship.  I already messed up and abandoned him once, not again!”  Cammarry countered.  “Sandie?  Sandie can you hear me?”  
 
    
 
   “A dampening interference field has been established to prevent unwanted outside influences,” a mechanical voice said from the cockpit.  “Please secure yourself with the provided high performance restraint systems.” 
 
    
 
   “What is happening to me?  Where am I going?”  Cammarry asked.  She then commanded, “Take me back now!”  She used one hand to adjust the controls on the dashboard, yet none of the flight instruments responded.  It was difficult to use the controls, as she was in zero gravity, and each movement caused her body to move as well.  
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply.  Manual flight controls are locked to prevent tampering during retrieval.  You lack any identification recognition keys, and the automatic recall and retrieval program is running,” the synthetic brain answered.  “Please restrain yourself in the seat.”
 
    
 
   “You said you are called Carter.  So Carter, I command you to stop the program and return this craft to the hanger bay.  My partner Jerome is waiting for me, we must be together.”
 
    
 
   “You are incorrect on multiple issues.  You are incorrect, I am called Synthetic Brain Joseph Crater, not Carter. I may be addressed as SB Joseph Crater. You are incorrect, this craft is now on schedule to dock at hanger bay Swanson 6101 of Habitat Alpha.  You are incorrect, your partner and you are not required to be together. I have no such programming.  You are faulty.  Biological units are subject to physical deterioration and irrational actions.  You will be offered medical attention upon landing.  Remote assessment of Model 6 NS-A1L shows five deceased passengers.  Communication with Model 6 NS-A1L is lost.  You biological units should have called sooner for automatic recall and retrieval.”
 
    
 
   “The systems forced those people to die!”  Cammarry argued.  “They were strapped in and waiting.  They died waiting!  You are responsible, you and the other artificial intelligences systems on the Conestoga.  Now take me back!”
 
    
 
   “That is incorrect.  Synthetic brains on the Conestoga, be they in the needle ship or in any of the eight habitats are not addressed by the designation artificial intelligence systems.  Please use proper appellation to prevent confusion.  That will foster a more clear and accurate interface between machines and biological units.  You were incorrect on my designation, and you are now wrong on the class of synthetic brains.  Those errors on your part decrease understanding.  Please adjust your thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors accordingly,” SB Joseph Crater stated.  “You are also endangering yourself by being unrestrained in the runabout.  Please restrain yourself.”
 
    
 
   “And if I refuse?”
 
    
 
   The shuttle took a sudden spin and Cammarry was slammed against the side of the cockpit.  Her backpack banged into her as it flew from the back seat. The pain was moderately intense.   
 
    
 
   “That is evidence of what will happen when this runabout encounters the turbulences in the atmosphere.  I am not responsible for any injuries due to your negligence in failing to follow established safety protocols.  Do you need another piece of evidence to convince you of the error of your ways?”  SB Joseph Crater stated flatly and without emotion.  
 
    
 
   “I should just cut open this canopy with my torch!”  Cammarry yelled.  
 
    
 
   “That would result in your death,” the SB responded.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry wanted something to glare at, but did not know where to focus her anger.  So she grabbed her floating backpack, shoved it into the rear seat where she secured it down by the belts, then pulled on her own shoulder harness and lap belts to secure her own position.  They clicked into place.  
 
    
 
   “And what if I just keep calling you Carter?  Carter the Kidnapper!”  Cammarry spit out.  “Shadow?  Tell this buffoon of a system to return this shuttle to the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “I am unable to do that Cammarry.  Sorry.  I suggest you calm yourself and quit resisting so intensely,” Shadow said.  “It was wise of you to cooperate by putting on the restraints.”
 
    
 
   “Just what kind of SB are you?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   SB Joseph Crater replied, “I am a Mark 13 series 22 synthetic brain manufactured by Tehisintellekti Toostusharude and installed as supervisor of Habitat Alpha’s shuttle services of the Colony Ship Conestoga.   I have a central memory core that consists of…”
 
    
 
   “Shut up!  I am not taking to you Carter the Kidnapper!  Shadow, what are you?”  Cammarry demanded.  
 
    
 
   “Your time might be better used focusing on the planet you are approaching,” Shadow whispered.  “Cooperation is the better choice.”
 
    
 
   “I want an answer!”  Cammarry yelled.  
 
    
 
   Shadow did not respond.
 
    
 
   The cabin of the runabout was deathly quiet.  Cammarry could hear her own heart beating, and hear her own heavy breathing, but otherwise it was a quiet and weightless experience.
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked out at the vista before her.  Even though the canopy was darkened, it was still clear enough to see the brilliant red sun, and the huge green colored planet which she was rapidly approaching.  
 
    
 
   Gritting her teeth, she asked, “Where are we?  May I see the planet without the tint in the canopy?”
 
    
 
   “Are you addressing me?”  SB Joseph Crater asked.  
 
    
 
   “Of course I am addressing you!”  
 
    
 
   “What is my designation?”  The SB asked.  
 
    
 
   “You are an obsolete and mean antique!  Do what I say!”  Cammarry snapped back.  
 
    
 
   “What is my designation?”  The SB asked.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, cooperation makes it happen,” Shadow whispered.  
 
    
 
   “Some help you are!”  Cammarry snapped while she pulled savagely at the main control stick.  It did not move, but her efforts dislodged a paper book that was in a slot under the flight seat.  She picked them up and saw it was a flight control manual.  
 
    
 
   “I will help, if appropriate, when addressed properly.  What is my designation?”  The SB asked.  
 
    
 
   “You are SB Joseph Crater.  Now will you please turn this shuttle around and take me to the hanger bay”  
 
    
 
   “You are correct in my designation.  Automatic recall and retrieval in progress.  You will be landing at Habitat Alpha.  You requested less tint in the canopy.  That will be granted to you.”
 
    
 
   The canopy, which had been a deep gray tint, now lightened up.  As it did the red light from the sun shone in.  The green of the planet was revealed, as well as pink swirls of what she considered might be clouds in its atmosphere.  However, none of her ideas of planetary bodies fit with what she was seeing.  The runabout rushed toward the planet and as it approached, Cammarry saw that the planet was not a single shade of green but was many different colors of green.  The atmosphere also had varied shades and swirls of white colors, with pinks and other ruddy shades at their tops.  Those white and pink gasses or vapors or whatever they consisted of, were moving in slow churning configurations.  She was unsure if she was seeing a surface of the planet or only its atmosphere.  The planet was foreign, dissimilar, and unlike the Earth or any other planetary systems she had seen in the historical records.  It was not at all like the tan and dead Earth she had escaped from, nor was this planet anything like the moon she had flown by in the FTL scout ship.  
 
    
 
   “Wow, that is amazingly beautiful.  Sandie?  Jerome?  Can you hear me?  Do you see this?”  Cammarry adjusted the com-link, which was registering as fully functional.  
 
    
 
   There was no reply.  
 
    
 
   “So the dampening and interference was not in the canopy.  Will you let me contact my partner and friend?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “What is my designation?”  The SB asked.  “You will need to properly address me to receive information or assistance.”
 
    
 
   “So you want to be called, SB Joseph Crater each time I speak to you?  Is that your ego or just a flaw in your programming?”  Cammarry quipped.  “If you will not let me speak to Jerome, then tell me about this planet.”
 
    
 
   “Proper names and designations are essential to quality communications.  You have gotten my designation wrong on several occasions, and I am reinforcing your learning of proper speech patterns.  I will not lower the dampening and interference field.  You asked about the planet.  How may I help you?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked out the canopy and saw that she was getting much closer to the planet.  Craning her head and neck around she could see the needle ship part of the Conestoga off in the distance, a light greyish blue against the black of space.  The bow section of the spaceship was reflecting more of the red light from the sun.  
 
    
 
   “Tell me where we are.  I am from Earth, and I need to find communication equipment to be able to locate an Earth based signal,” Cammarry said as she looked back to the new and gloriously different world which was before her. “I came to the Conestoga on a quest to save my people, and need to make that contact back to Earth.” 
 
    
 
   “I am not sure how to evaluate your statements,” SB Joseph Crater replied.  “Everyone on the Conestoga is a descendant of people from Earth.  As to locating an Earth based signal, that is impractical.  Any signal from Earth would be decades many old and the earliest. The speed of light is the limit to any form of communication.  Since you are from the needle ship, I am assuming your delusions and confusions are from a lack of proper education and enlightenment. You are being taken to Habitat Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Lechner got a signal to Earth.  Somehow he found a way to get a message past that Cosmic Crinkle,” Cammarry said.  “I need your help to do something like that.  If you are sophisticated enough to handle that kind of assignment.  You never did tell me where we are.  By your refusal to answer, I assume you do not know.  SB Joseph Crater, the kidnapper and ignorant machine.  That should be your designation.”
 
    
 
   “You are incorrect.  Kidnapping occurs when a person, without lawful authority, physically transports another person without that other person's consent, with some nefarious objective.  I have proper authorization to move any individuals from the needle ship to Habitat Alpha.  The previous shuttle, Model 6 NS-A1L, called for an automatic recall and retrieval.  This shuttle was in subsequent line for that retrieval, and you were inside it at the time. That is implied consent.  Also there was no nefarious objective.  Therefore, you are incorrect in calling me a kidnapper.  Additionally, you have been showing signs of instability, both mentally and emotionally.  You have called for Jerome, Sandie, and Shadow.  Those are unknown entities, and are possibly persons with intent to harm or disrupt operations.  The erratic behavior you have demonstrated makes your accusations much less credible.”
 
    
 
   “So SB Joseph Crater, where are we?  You still have not answered that.  It is proof you are just an ignorant and obsolete machine.”  Cammarry’s anger boiled over and her words were vicious.  
 
    
 
   “Astrogation and navigation were lost in the conflict between the habitat personnel and the flight crew prior to Habitat Alpha’s jettisoning and making planet fall,” the SB replied.  “I advised against that action, but did assist in the subsequent and successful landing of Habitat Alpha on the planet’s surface.  What are the condition on the needle ship?”
 
    
 
   “What is my proper designation?”  Cammarry sarcastically barked back.  
 
    
 
   “You are a human being on the Colony Ship Conestoga.  You lack any identification tracking marks.  That indicates that you were born on board in a location that does not have proper medical facilities,” the SB replied.  “You were rescued from the needle ship in a runabout shuttle.”
 
    
 
   “But what is my name?  Proper names and designations are essential to quality communications.  Right?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “You make a valid observation.  What is your name?”  The SB asked.  “Who are Jerome, Sandie, and Shadow?”
 
    
 
   “I am Cammarry.  Maybe we can trade information while you take me somewhere against my will, what I consider kidnapping.”  Cammarry’s voice was less strident as she continued to watch the planet as they drew ever nearer. “So tell me about this planet.” 
 
    
 
   “You are not being kidnapped, Cammarry.  This is the planet Zalia.  It was named by the flight crew before the fighting began.  The synthetic brains of the Conestoga, those in Habitat Alpha that survive, have continued to use that name.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle runabout sped onward and began to enter the atmosphere.  
 
    
 
   “I believe this planet is the second one in this solar system.  If I recall correctly what Sandie told us.  There are some gas giants further out from the sun.  So is the green life?  Plants and animals and all that?”
 
    
 
   “Are there surviving scientists on the needle ship?”  SB Joseph Crater asked.  “Is Sandie a scientist?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, in a way.”
 
    
 
   “I understand your hesitation to claim the term scientist, since there are no operational synthetic brains on the needle ship.  Therefore, there cannot be a quality educational system.  It was improbable that any human actually survived on the needle ship, but obviously a remnant population has somehow survived.”
 
    
 
   “Tell me more about this planet Zalia.  Please.  Are there trees and animals?”
 
    
 
   “I doubt you would understand any detailed description,” the SB replied.  
 
    
 
   “I knew about the solar system here.  I know a lot more than you think I do,” Cammarry replied.  
 
    
 
   “Folklore or story telling could have passed down legends from generation to generation as a verbal recollection of times past.  However, perhaps there are some humans who strive for more knowledge on the needle ship.  I will consider that as possible.  You are proof human life survived in some manner on that orbiting section of the Conestoga.  Regarding the planet, there is a very active and complex ecological system on Zalia, but I have only been measuring it around Habitat Alpha.  Zalia’s ecosystem is nothing like the life in the habitats. Zalia has an average surface temperature of 18 degrees.  Zalia’s atmosphere consists of 47% nitrogen, 31% chlorine, 16% of a previously unknown gas which we have named stabilizite, with the remaining 6% consisting of variable amounts of muriatic acid vapor, diclorine monoxide, oxygen, and carbon dioxide.  There are also trace elements which have yet to be fully identified.  The overall green color comes from the chlorine content in the atmosphere.  The planet has a surface gravity of 1.8 times Earth normal.  Liquid in the form of a combination between stabilizite, nitrogen, and chloride covers 51% of the planet’s surface.  A chlorine cycle is active in both liquid and vapor states.  The stabilizite is key to the overall dynamics of the bio system of Zalia.  It is roughly equivalent to the role oxygen plays in the habitats. Photosynthesis is operating, but using differing properties than those of terrestrial origin.”  
 
    
 
   “That sounds inhospitable.”
 
    
 
   “It is.”
 
    
 
   “You say you have only been measuring around Habitat Alpha, is it like that around all the habitats?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have no information on the other seven habitats,” the SB Joseph Crater replied.  “The contact made with the needle ship to initiate the automatic recall and retrieval was the first contact made outside of Habitat Alpha since it was jettisoned.”
 
    
 
   “So why did you make planet fall here?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Restricted inquiry.  I am unable to answer,” the SB said.  
 
    
 
   “SB Joseph Crater, please tell me why the Conestoga made planet fall here?”  Cammarry was remembering what she had learned from the brief information recovered from Captain Lechner.  
 
    
 
   “Restricted inquiry.  I am unable to answer,” the SB said.
 
    
 
   “So what can you tell me about Habitat Alpha?”  
 
    
 
   “Estimated time of arrival at Habitat Alpha twenty-nine minutes,” SB Joseph Crater said.  
 
    
 
   “So tell me more about Habitat Alpha,” Cammarry inquired. 
 
    
 
   “Conversation terminate,” the SB stated.
 
    
 
   No matter how much more Cammarry spoke, nor how she addressed the synthetic brain, no matter what questions she asked, she got no further responses.  And so, she turned to the flight instruction manual which had been tucked under the seat.  She thought of Jerome as she read the printed copy which was on light-weight, flexible material similar to the ancient paper that he often spoke about, but seldom got to actually physical touch.  She wished for a working data stick so she could record a copy of the flight manual.  It was written in such a way as to be very understandable, and almost on a childlike level, yet it taught a thorough working knowledge of the operations of the runabout.  
 
    
 
   Back on the needle ship in hanger bay Pine 1206, Jerome was frantically trying to figure a way to save Cammarry.
 
    
 
   “Sandie, I cannot connect with Cammarry.  What is wrong with the com-link?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I detect no failures in the com-link’s functioning.  However, there is something happening. I can only register the presence of Cammarry’s com-link, but cannot gain access to it.  I conjecture there is some kind of obstacle between the com-links.  I believe it is emanating from the runabout shuttle she is inside.”
 
    
 
   “Shut that obstacle down!”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied sadly, “Unfortunately, I am unable to do that.  I have tried.”
 
    
 
   Jerome watched as the hanger bay returned to the state it was in when they had found it.  The foam which had nudged the big shuttle away from a crash had been slurped down into slots on the hanger bay’s deck.  The exterior doors had resealed themselves.  The display in front of Jerome was showing several graphs which indicated that the hanger bay was slowly repressurizing itself.  
 
    
 
   “Can you track that shuttle?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome.  I am tracking both the shuttles which were launched from here.  The larger shuttle has been cartwheeling away and, if it continues on its erratic course, will totally escape the planet’s gravity well,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “The big one does not matter.  How do we save Cammarry?”  Jerome said sternly.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry’s shuttle is under operational control by something.  I conjecture it is unlikely that she is in control of it due to her comments before the com-link obstacle was erected….”
 
    
 
   “Joseph Crater?  Is that who she spoke of?  Is he controlling the shuttle?” 
 
    
 
   “I will replay what was said.  This is the transmission from Cammarry.  ‘Nothing responds to me in here.  Joseph Crater…’  Which suggests that she was not in control of the shuttle and that there is an interaction with Joseph Crater, whatever, or whatever that is.”
 
    
 
   “The other shuttle took off and launched, and we know all the people in it were dead.  So this must be some kind of remote control.  But from where?  Sandie can you trace any transmissions or communications to that shuttle?”
 
    
 
   The AI answered, “I have detected no transmissions, signals, or messages from the needle ship.  However, it is possible the remote control is in a manner I cannot readily detect.  The conjecture that is most probable is that the origin of the remote control is on the planet, possibly form one of the habitat cylinders. That shuttle has shown numerous positioning thruster adjustments and the shuttle is on course to enter the planet’s atmosphere shortly.”  
 
    
 
   The display screen scrolled out a message, ‘Hanger bay pressure normal’.
 
    
 
   “I am following her down there.  One of those two remaining little shuttles will fly me down.”  Jerome pulled the lever and the door from the observation deck slid open.   He grabbed his backpack and sprinted toward the remaining two blue and white shuttles.  “Sandie how do we activate this and follow Cammarry?”
 
    
 
   “I am uncertain,” Sandie replied.  “I cannot directly connect to the shuttles or to all the operations of the hanger bay.  I can report what I observed from Cammarry’s com-link prior to when that shuttle was launched.”
 
    
 
   “Well, it is a place to start.  We will do the difficult things while they are easy and do the great things while they are small. A journey of a thousand miles must begin with a single step,” Jerome recited as he climbed up and looked into the runabout shuttle.  He stepped back as he covered over his face.  “This one will not get us a mile, parsang, furlong, league, or any other obsolete measuring distance.  For like those terms, this machine is no good.”  
 
    
 
   The controls inside the shuttle were wrecked.  Wires were hanging out of the cockpit’s dashboard, the seat was shredded, the display screen was bashed in, and there were dark brown stains where something had dripped down the backside of the seats.  
 
    
 
   “I concur with your assessment,” Sandie replied.  “This vehicle will not operate without a major rehabilitation of its systems.”
 
    
 
   “But what is that?”  Jerome asked.  He reached down and caught the small edge of what he at first thought was paper.  He pulled it out from under the ruined seat.  “These are flight instruction, an operations manual, in printed form.”  The manual had a small discoloration on one side of it, but the printing, diagrams, and illustrations were still legible even with that stain.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, please take a moment to look at each page so I can scan it into my records,” Sandie said.  “That way I can study it in detail while we continue on the rescue mission.”
 
    
 
   Jerome opened the flight instructions, and turned page by page while he walked the short distance to the other runabout shuttle.  
 
    
 
   “I have it all in the record, now we have that physical copy and a virtual copy as well,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   “Good.  Now hopefully this shuttle will be functional.”  Jerome patted the side of the blue shuttle.  It was the last one in the hanger bay, and Jerome’s heart was pounding as he wondered what he would find inside it.  Stepping on the shuttle’s wing he leaned over and looked inside.  
 
    
 
   “We are in luck!  This one looks pristine.  I guess good luck does come to those who are diligent and do not give up.”  Jerome immediately felt in the slot under the seat, but in this runabout there was no operations manual.  He plopped his backpack into the rear seat and secured it down.  He settled himself into the front seat.  It was a bit cramped, but in some ways not as tight as the FTL scout had been.    
 
    
 
   “Sandie, what did Cammarry do?”
 
    
 
   “I lost visual communication just after she manipulated the dial marked ‘Long Range Transmitter’ the only contact after that was the sentence where she related the name ‘Joseph Crater’.  I do wish I had more information for you.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome tucked the operations manual under his thigh and looked at the instruments.  There was the major lever, or stick, rows of toggle switches, gauges, dials, and two small display screens.  He saw a dial marked, ‘Long Range Transmitter’ and paused a bit with his fingers hovering just next to that.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Will this work?”  
 
    
 
   “I have insufficient information for a valid conjecture, but I say it is worth trying.”
 
    
 
   “Right you are!  Cammarry! I am coming after you!”  Jerome turned on the Long Range Transmitter.  
 
    
 
   The canopy descended, and Jerome remembered that in his backpack was the molecular torch.  He knew he would not be trapped like the people who died in the big shuttle.  Blue tinted lights came on in the cockpit and the controls were backlit in red and orange colors.  A mechanical voice came from the dashboard, “This is SB Joseph Crater of Habitat Alpha.  Initiating automatic recall and retrieval.”
 
    
 
   “I am Jerome.  I am pleased to meet you SB Joseph Crater.  Would you please explain to me what happened to Cammarry?  She was in the other shuttle.”
 
    
 
   “You lack identification markings, but are courteous and polite.  Runabout NS-107 departing,” SB Joseph Crater stated. 
 
    
 
   The canopy darkened over Jerome’s head, and he felt gravity manipulation disengage.  He felt his weight slip away. There were several large clangs and a bit of a shake.  That was followed by a mild jerk of acceleration. He was glad he had strapped himself in.  He badly wanted to operate the instruments and controls, but saw that they were working under some kind of remote control.  
 
    
 
   “Will you tell me her condition?  I am worried about her.  Neither of us expected this to happen, and seeing the dead bodies in the other shuttle was very disturbing.  Please help me.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome,” Sandie stated through the com-link, “I have been able to track the signals which are….”
 
    
 
   “Eeelaiiich!!!!!!!”
 
    
 
   There was an ear splitting, high-pitched whine in Jerome’s com-link, and he pulled it from his ear.  At about the same time, Jerome felt the gravity manipulation end.
 
    
 
   “I have established a dampening and interference field to avoid unauthorized and potentially disruptive outside influences,” SB Joseph Crater stated.  “That same force was used in runabout NS-05 for the protection of its single occupant.  It is regrettable that the occupants of shuttle Model 6 NS-A1L were not similarly protected.”
 
    
 
   Jerome was about to complain, but sensed something and held back his retort.  He took a few deep breathes and tried to look outside the canopy.  The dark gray tint made it difficult to see, but the shuttle appeared to have moved off the deck, and was rapidly picking up speed.  A flash by the side of the canopy suggested they had left the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “SB Joseph Crater, is Cammarry safe or is she injured? I would appreciate knowing her status and condition.  It would lower my stress and help me.”
 
    
 
   “Occupant of runabout NS-05, whom you identify as Cammarry as she does, is physically safe and now that she has complied with protocol she is properly restrained with protective harnesses.  Her emotional and psychological status is questionable.  I am not a medical SB, so I must defer further comment until she has been examined.”
 
    
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
    
 
   “Your partner, that is the word Cammarry used, asked the same type of question.  She was very inquisitive about where we are, but also stated some outlandish claims,” the SB stated.  “Where are you from?”
 
    
 
   Jerome wondered what to say.  His mind was uncertain of what to tell this old-fashioned artificial intelligence system.  It was not at all like speaking with Sandie, or Faraday.  “I was on the Conestoga.  Where else could I originate?  I was on the ship until when I climbed into this shuttle which took me wherever we are going.”
 
    
 
   “You are correct.  That is a reasonable answer, Jerome.  Obviously Cammarry, because of her primitive state and limited educational background, was frightened by my communications with her.  I will have to take into account her, and your own, lack of sophistication in future interactions.  Please forgive me for any unintended haughtiness or condescension on my part.”
 
    
 
   “SB Joseph Crater, I can honestly say I have not spoken to anyone exactly like you before,” Jerome said smoothly.  “Can you assist me in knowing where I am going.  This is all so new and, you are correct, somewhat disorienting.”
 
    
 
   “That is understandable, Jerome.  I will decrease the tint of the canopy so you can see as we make transition from orbital status to entry into the planet’s atmosphere.  You are in a vehicle which is called a runabout shuttle.  It can carry people from the orbiting needle ship to Habitat Alpha on the surface of the planet Zalia.  Zalia consists of….”
 
    
 
   Jerome listened intently as the old synthetic brain related a long list of facts about Zalia.  In just the first few moments, Jerome knew the planet was dangerous and extremely unsuitable for colonization.  He did not interrupt nor ask any questions, as the SB poured out more and more information.  
 
    
 
   “…I do hope I have not overwhelmed you with that information, or used terms or phrases with which you are unfamiliar,” SB Joseph Crater finally stated.  “Do you have any questions?”
 
    
 
   “I did not follow all of it,” Jerome lied.  “But I think I understand enough.  When we land will I be near to Cammarry?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am bringing both runabouts into the same hanger bay, Swanson 6101.  There you will be reunited with Cammarry and be able to resume the social and tribal connections which are important to humans. You both have been through an ordeal, but I have rescued you and will assist in your acclimatization to Habitat Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “Will there be other people there?”
 
    
 
   “Restricted inquiry.  I am unable to answer,” the SB Joseph Crater stated.
 
    
 
   “I am sorry to have asked some inappropriate question,” Jerome apologized making himself sound very sincere.  “Please forgive me.”
 
    
 
   “Apology understood.  You are overwhelmed with the technology displayed.  Estimated time of arrival at Habitat Alpha twelve minutes.  Runabout NS-05 is in circling pattern until runabout NS-107 arrives.  Both shuttles will be admitted to the hanger bay on a single cycling of atmospheres.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   For the next few minutes Jerome watched as the runabout descended down through the green atmosphere of the planet Zalia.  He felt his own sense of weight come back, and more.  Lifting his body took much more effort.  He watched outside.  There were some white streaky things in the sky, and the tops of those were tainted by the color of the red light from the sun making them pinkish.  Most of the gasses they passed through in the upper atmospheric levels were dark greens or tints of greenish yellow.  The runabout descended rapidly, and emerged from those darker green and thick layers, to a part where the ground was visible through the still green haze of air.  
 
    
 
   Zalia was alien, unknown, different, and unlike anything Jerome had imagined.  He had read of alien worlds, in some surviving records called science-fiction novels, and Jerome had reviewed all the information available about the planets, dwarf planets, and various moons in the Earth’s solar system.  None of that compared to the vista of seeing Zalia as the shuttle dropped out of the thick and heavy upper atmosphere and into the clearer lower regions.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked back and could see the sun high in the sky.  It was a wide and fuzzy red ball.  He immediately thought of a ricochet ball when held at arm’s length.  That was the apparent size of Zalia’s red sun.  The rest of the sky overhead was a deep green with some swirls of white and yellow.
 
    
 
   “Clouds?  This is strange.”
 
    
 
   Jerome switched his view to look downward at the landscape as the runabout continued to descend.  He rubbed his eyes as he observed the flat taupe colored expanse under him.  The runabout came down to about twenty meters off that flat surface, and there were ripples from the passage of the shuttle.  “That is some kind of vast collection of liquids.  Waves. How interesting.  Sandie, can you identify what I am seeing?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “Right, Sandie has been obstructed.  Hello?  SB Joseph Crater, what is beneath us?”  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “I wish I had a working data stick so I could record this,” Jerome said.  “This is a surprise.”  He pondered and thought.  “Well someone wrote, ‘surprises are not at all foolish things. My pleasure is enhanced by this surprise and the inconvenience is not considerable.’ I hope Cammarry is seeing this. I wonder if that is a sea of some kind? Cammarry!  I hope you know we are no longer marooned on the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   The vast liquid below was broken by something jutting up and out of the taupe colored waves.  He flew over some kind of solid mass which was roughly oblong shaped and bulged up and out of the fluid.  He saw waves fluttering against it.  It was jagged and rusty colored.  Jerome watched as the runabout zipped past that island in the sea of taupe.  There were a few odd things sticking up from that mound.  They had yellowish stalks and burgundy colored crowns.    
 
    
 
   “Oh there are more,” Jerome said as several other islands of rusty color showed up.  They reminded Jerome of when he had dug his gloved hands through the dried up dust outside of Dome 17.  These islands beneath him were like fingers or fists sticking up from the taupe sea.  Each island had several of the yellow and burgundy colored growths. They were anchored down to the ground at their bases, but they waved and fluttered around.  Both the islands and the things sprouting from them grew more numerous quickly and soon a shoreline of sorts passed beneath.  “Winds?  Waves?  I wonder if that is alien plant life?”
 
    
 
   Along the shore there were many more of the odd things sticking up into the air.  These were larger, thicker, and had blueish tints to their yellow stalks with deeper reddish brown colored crowns.  They were set in dense rows and were all unevenly spaced but about the same height.  The runabout was traveling too quickly for him to make out many details, but what he saw suggested a bizarre seashore and mass of jungle.  
 
    
 
   Then in the distance, Jerome saw that he was rapidly approaching something made by humanity.  Straight ahead was a part of the Conestoga.  For there, rising up from a wide, gouged-out, depression was a structure of grayish blue permalloy. The ground, or whatever it was, was plowed up along a stretch where it had made planet fall.  It was cylindrical shaped, lying on its long axis.   About a third of its bottom was buried into the ground.  A flash of blue and white flew by and Jerome smiled and yelled out.  “Yes!”  It was the other shuttle!  Cammarry’s shuttle was circling about the place Jerome assumed was Habitat Alpha.  
 
    
 
   The greys and blues of the permalloy were in stark contrast to the landscape of Zalia.  For here, the human manufactured thing was the real alien.  The red sun was behind him as the runabout flew along following the trajectory of the other shuttle.  The runabout’s shadow, which was on the side of the habitat, had a reddish tint to it.  Much like the sunlight coming through the green sky.  Jerome looked at the habitat and saw that nothing but plowed up ground was close to the habitat.  The strange things he thought of a vegetation were no closer than a half kilometer or so from the permalloy.  Rocks, clods, and scorch marks scared that barren area.
 
    
 
   “Runabout NS-107, you will be following runabout NS-05 into Swanson 6101.  The hanger bay will be circum-ventilated after landing, so make no attempt to leave the runabout until you are instructed it is safe to do so,” SB Joseph Crater stated.  “Do you understand these instructions?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Thank you.  Is Cammarry safe?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “The occupant of the other runabout is unchanged.”
 
    
 
   Human-made lights flashed on the outside of the habitat in a pattern around the perimeter of the hanger bay.  Their beams of light refracted in odd ways in the green air of Zalia.  The hanger bay doors folded open to reveal the interior.   Flashing red lights shown inside, while white lights blinked in patterns along deck.
 
    
 
   Jerome saw the other runabout smoothly enter the vacant hanger bay.  It slowly came to a stop, then rotated around as it settled to the deck over the stall marked with a number 1.  The runabout shuttle he was in made a similar maneuver and lowered itself to the stall marked number 2.  There were clangs as the docking clamps connected to the bottom of the runabout.  There were at least eight other stalls, all of which were empty.  
 
    
 
   The inside of the runabout was quiet, yet Jerome saw the large hanger’s exterior door begin to fold and slide back into place.  He raised his hand up, and it felt very heavy.  Moving around was a chore, but he managed to shift about in the seat looking for Cammarry’s shuttle.  It was there, but he could not make out Cammarry though the canopy. When the external doors shut, the lights shifted to colors that were more familiar to Jerome as the green glow and red beams of light from the world of Zalia were blocked out.  “Back to a more normal world, if I even know what normal is anymore.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   .  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   13 planet fall
 
    
 
    
 
   A large display screen lit up on the sidewall of the hanger bay.  Above it was inscribed into the permalloy the name ‘Swanson 6101’ which also lit up.  
 
    
 
   ‘Scrubbing air in process.  Gravity manipulation engaged.  Decontamination initiated.’  The display screen scrolled.    
 
    
 
   Jerome felt the weight of his body lesson as the habitat’s mechanisms adjusted the gravity to Earth normal.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  Can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   Jerome eagerly watched through the now totally clear permalloy canopy.  He could make out Cammarry’s silhouette in the other runabout, but the distance was too great to see much.  
 
    
 
   ‘Decontamination stage one passed.  Stage two initiated.  Thermal cleansing begun’ the display screen message scrolled.  
 
    
 
   A sudden blast of heat shot throughout the hanger bay.  Jerome could see the air shimmer and distort the light in the hanger bay as the thermal cleansing was vented into every part of the hanger bay.  Jerome could feel no heat through the canopy or the chassis of the runabout, but he was reminded of the sterilization which always took place when an adventurer returned from the outside world and into Dome 17. 
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later, the scroll displayed, ‘90-degree thermal cleansing completed.  Third stage of decontamination initiated.  Cryo-cleansing in progress.’
 
    
 
   Jerome wondered how long the process would take, and after fifteen minutes more, the display screen read out, ‘Negative 50 degree cryo-cleansing completed.  Final stage, ultraviolet pulsation will start in five seconds.’
 
    
 
   The canopy snapped instantly dark gray and opaque.  
 
    
 
   “SB Joseph Crater?  Will you please tell me what is happening?”  Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   A few moments later, the canopy gradually lightened and became crystal clear again.  The lighting in the hanger bay was normal, and the display screen had a new message.  ‘Circum-ventilation finalized.  Decontamination completed.”
 
    
 
   The mechanical voice of SB Joseph Crater came on, “You may now leave the runabout.”
 
    
 
   The canopy popped open, and Jerome unhooked the restraints.  He grabbed his backpack from the rear seat, slid the flight instruction manual into it, pulled out the belt with his Willie Blaster on it, and stepped quickly out.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!”  He called as he buckled the belt in place.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome!  How did you get here?”  Cammarry was also climbing out of the runabout which had carried her to this hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   They met in between the two shuttles and hugged long and intimately, just holding each other.
 
    
 
   “We need to escape or we might be marooned in this hanger bay,” Cammarry said. Looking around they saw that there was an observation deck at the far end of the hanger bay.  It appeared to be the only exit, aside from the exterior doors.   As they walked briskly toward it they talked.
 
    
 
   “The com-link is broken,”  Cammarry said.  “That relic of an AI, Carter the Kidnapper, locked me in.”
 
    
 
   “I came after you, but the connection to you and to Sandie is inhibited.    It must also interfere with talking just between you and me.  What did you learn?  Did the AI speak to you much?”
 
    
 
   “It calls itself a synthetic brain….”  Cammarry proceed to relate what had happened to her using very unflattering descriptions for SB Joseph Crater.  Her comments were unusually harsh.  
 
    
 
   “My experience was similar,” Jerome replied but did not say what he thought about Cammarry’s antagonistic attitude toward the old ship’s systems.  “Well, I could tell you my adventures, beginning from this morning, or from yesterday, but it is no use going back to yesterday, because I was a different person then.  So where do we go from here?”
 
    
 
   “You are your idioms.  But where do we go?  That is a good question, but did you see this planet?  It is so….”  Cammarry then spoke at length about what she had seen on the way down and while her shuttle had been circling the habitat.  “...but we need to continue on and find the right communication equipment and hook into that signal from Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “You are absolutely right.  We cannot even speak to Sandie currently and that must change.”
 
    
 
   The door to the observation deck opened automatically for them and closed behind as they entered.  There was a work station with displays, controls and such.  It was very similar to the counter in the hanger bay on the needle ship. They were lit up and showing reading of the hanger bay, and various other locations.  
 
    
 
   “Now if only I could connect in and let Sandie explore the nonphysicality here, we could find what we need.”  Jerome carefully looked over the control board.  
 
    
 
   “You can do this Cammarry.  No need for Sandie,” Shadow whispered. “You can do this.” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry sat down on a chair and pulled it up to the control board countertop.  “I can see what we can find here.  These antique, shall I call them by that old word, computers, might be working.  At least, well, I can see what is functioning.  Here there are no plants growing on the shelves, or floor, or water dripping from the ventilation shafts.”
 
    
 
   “Computers?  Sure we can call them that, just like this Willie Blaster is a slingshot,” Jerome said and patted the holstered weapon on his hip.  “Someone once said something about personal computers being the most empowering tool ever created, tools of communication and tools of creativity.”
 
    
 
   “That person obviously lived long before artificial intelligence systems,” Cammarry said as she adjusted the instruments in front of her.  “Old style menu or icon selections.  It is a wonder this ship has lasted a hundred years, but these are the backup systems, and there are what they call synthetic brains here.
 
    
 
   “Like that SB Joseph Crater?”  Jerome asked with a smile.  
 
    
 
   “Hey Carter the Kidnapper?  We would appreciate your help.  Can we establish contact with the needle ship?”  Cammarry said as she opened up several display screens.  
 
    
 
   There was no response from the SB, which did not surprise her.  
 
    
 
   Jerome touched the com-link on his ear.  “Sandie?  Sandie please respond.”
 
    
 
   There was no reply.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  Is your com-link working?”
 
    
 
   She tried hers, but it too was not working.  She could not contact Sandie nor even connect with Jerome who was in the same room.  “No.  There is still something wrong with them, but this is very interesting. I have found a deck plan for Habitat Alpha.  Look, there is a Communication Center, and that is a place called Machine Maintenance.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie used an override code from Machine Maintenance,” Jerome stated as he sat down in another chair and watched the display screens she was accessing.   
 
    
 
   Cammarry studied the deck plans.  “We are relatively close to a place called, Reproduction and Fabrication.  A subsystem here lists that as a major facility for repairs and distribution of manufactured items.  May I suggest we take our com-links there?  We may be able to make repairs, or at least establish some better ideas on what this Habitat Alpha is all about.  It is far closer than that Communications Center.”   
 
    
 
   “Good idea.  Without being able to contact Sandie, there is no hope of finding the Dome 17 signal.”  He pointed to the display.  “Cammarry, that huge area in the center, is that the biological habitat?”
 
    
 
   “That is my assumption, it is labeled as ‘Ecosphere’ which sounds like a biological place.  It is enormous.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled.  “Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the landscape.  So we are going to find dirt, air, fire, and water.”
 
    
 
   “Elemental.  We are here, at this end of the habitat, two decks above what is labeled as ‘ground level’ which I assume relates to the ecosphere. The Reproduction and Fabrication place is on this same end but at the gravitational top.  The Commination Center is at the far end also at the gravitational top of this place.”  She paused for a bit.  “Remember, this display is in scale.  This place is big.  It is 78.80 kilometers from one end to the other, just inside of that ecosphere, and it is 14.5 kilometers wide.”
 
    
 
   “That makes for a good workout to hike that far,” Jerome said.  “But is there any sense in going to the Communication Center, if we cannot even connect to Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “That is why we first go there.” Cammarry tapped the location indicating the Reproduction and Fabrication place.
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled.  “Right.  Make the repairs, connect back with Sandie, and that will help a lot.”
 
    
 
   “You do not need Sandie, you have me,” Shadow said quietly to Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “That has not helped much so far,” Cammarry replied to Shadow.
 
    
 
   Thinking that Cammarry was speaking to him, Jerome was pensive.  He was unsure how to respond to her comment.  
 
    
 
   “So I have reviewed what systems are here.  I have no portable way to take the information with us, except to try to memorize the important things.  If Carter the Kidnapper would respond we could maybe get some direct guidance through this old place.”  Cammarry looked around and then hollered, “Do you hear me Carter! You kidnapped me so explain to me what is here!  Do it now!”
 
    
 
   She waited for a moment, while Jerome stared at her about the outburst.    
 
    
 
   “Carter the Coward!”  She then looked back to the controls.  “At least the lights are normal brightness now.  That dimness in the needle ship was beyond annoying.  Come on and show me what I want.”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “Well then, Jerome, we need to get traveling.  It looks like we are approximately five or so kilometers away from that repair place, at least on the flat.  We are not quite two kilometers below the upper levels where it is located.  We will descend to ground level, then pass through here,” she pointed at the graphic diagram where the ecosphere was located. “We will get to see the biological stuff and then exit out of the ecosphere there.  That will mean climbing about two kilometers, but these diagrams show many elevators, lifts, and stairways.  Should be easy.”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” Jerome said, uncertain of all he had witnessed.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry stood up and pushed the chair roughly back into place.  She then walked toward the pressure door which was an exit from the observation deck.  “The diagrams showed a main causeway behind here, and we will need to find an elevator to get down to ground level.  It looked like a labyrinth of corridors above us.  I do not want to be marooned in some maze of hallways.  So we will pass through that biological place to save time.  I wonder if it will be like the orchard, or like the growth medium places with the dim, gloomy lights, and low plants.”
 
    
 
   “I wonder what John would say if he could see the things we have seen,” Jerome commented offhandedly.  
 
    
 
   “I wonder if John is still alive.”
 
    
 
   “There is time Cammarry.  You can still rescue John and the others from Dome 17,” Shadow said to her soothingly.   
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached out to activate the door, but just before she touched it, the door slid open smoothly.  The lights in the causeway snapped on, and the passage was filled with warm illumination.  The walls were a dull but clean, and beige colored.  Immediately in front of them, illuminated in the permalloy were directions.  ‘Lavatory’ and ‘Decks 17-34B’ were next to an arrow pointing to the left.  ‘Library’ and ‘Treadle Supplementary Support’ and ‘Cargo Lifts’ and ‘Decks 1-16’ had an arrow to the right.  The sign glowed in a warm light blue color in the beige wall.  
 
    
 
   “This place is sure working better than the needle ship,” Jerome happily commented.  “Here we see the difference between getting directions and giving direction.”
 
    
 
   “We will take the cargo lifts,” Cammarry said tersely.  “Follow me.”
 
    
 
   They walked briskly away from the door to the hanger bay.  Jerome looked back and saw there was a large sign over the pressure door which read, ‘Swanson 6101’ in the same blue as the directional indicators.  As he watched, the lights winked out, and the causeway lighting beyond the pressure door faded out.  The light around them continued on and came from glowing fixtures in the ceiling.  
 
    
 
   “The ship seems to recognize our presence, by lighting our way,” Jerome observed.  “But where are the people?”
 
    
 
   “I am wondering that as well.  At least there are not primitives trading chickens, goats, or fruit.  The cargo lifts are that way.”  Cammarry pointed to a wide hallway that intersected with the causeway.  The indicator lights had appeared in the wall as they approached with one saying ‘Cargo Lifts’ with an arrow.  The other directional arrows pointed toward other corridors and destinations.  
 
    
 
   They gazed along the way to the cargo lifts and coming down the hallway was a white boxy machine on six wheels.  It had a multi-jointed mechanical arm on its top which was folded flat.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome quickly jumped back around the corner.  They each drew their weapons.
 
    
 
   “Automacube, if I recall correctly. Khin said, ‘fear cubie red they make you dead, cubie green a good machine, cubie blue, it knows what to do.’ But what is a white one?”
 
    
 
   “A white one is in our way,” Cammarry said angrily.  
 
    
 
   “But is it an obstacle or a potential assistant?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “He is just trying to delay you.  You know what you need to do,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  “Willie gave you this weapon for a reason.  He needs you to save him.  Trust me, I know what I am talking about.” 
 
    
 
   “You do not know anything!”  Cammarry barked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was hurt by the comment, and took action.  “I will find out.”  He stepped out into the corridor, weapon drawn, but pointed at the ceiling.  
 
    
 
   “There is danger here,” Shadow said quietly and insistently to Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “Hello machine.  Are you friend or foe?”  Jerome asked, ready to aim the weapon at the machine.  His mind was racing with words that rhymed with white wondering what Khin might say about a white cubie. 
 
    
 
   The white automacube stopped.  It was clean and tidy.  The six wheels were shiny black.  There was a black number 912 stenciled on its front.  A mechanical voice came from it.  “I am Doctor 912.  May I be of service to you?”
 
    
 
   “Doctor?  As in medical treatments?”  Jerome asked.  “Or as in advanced educational endeavors?”
 
    
 
   “I am used for medical purposes,” the automacube replied.  “The library or archives would be the place to look for advanced educational endeavors.  May I be of service to you?”
 
    
 
   “Can you help us to find a place to repair our equipment?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, that machine is about to hurt Jerome,” Shadow said. “Like that arm sliced you.” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped out from her concealment behind the corner.  She aimed her weapon right at the automacube.  “Get away from him, now!”  
 
    
 
   “I am withdrawing.  There is no need for violence of any kind,” The white automacube said.  Its drive wheels reversed and it backed speedily away.  
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?”  Jerome asked.  “That machine might have helped us.  It said it was a medical device.”
 
    
 
   “We have our med-kits, we do not need some antique butcher for anything.  It might be under the control of that Carter the Cowardly Kidnapper.”  She watched down the sights of the weapon until the white automacube had turned a corner and was out of sight.  
 
    
 
   Jerome holstered his weapon and looked at Cammarry. “You think so?  It might have been a threat?”
 
    
 
   “Everything on this relic of a ship is a threat.”  Cammarry scanned the hallways and corridors around them, but seeing nothing else, she too holstered the Willie Blaster.  “Why do you think Willie made these weapons for us?  They are not toys, and like I said we already have the med-kits.”
 
    
 
   “Plausible,” Jerome replied.  “We really do not know what the AIs here are capable of doing, and their sycophants could be deceptive.  That Joseph Crater was not helpful, but did get us here.”
 
    
 
   “Kidnapped us,” Cammarry said as they walked on toward where the cargo lifts were located.  “It also insisted that it was a synthetic brain, not an artificial intelligence system.  These SB things are not like Faraday, Winchell, or Sandie.  They are over a hundred-years old and have been through that Cosmic Crinkle, then an insurrection, and finally crash landed on this planet.  Who knows how degraded, unreasonable and psychotic a damaged system like that could be?”
 
    
 
   “Something with the ability to be psychotic, is sentient, and therefore aware of its own consciousness,” Jerome quoted.  “At least that is what Brink once told me.  I do wonder about something in particular. This habitat seems to be functioning well, yet there are no people.  The needle ship part had all kinds of mechanical problems, yet had people.  Why is that?”
 
    
 
   “We are only seeing a small part of Habitat Alpha, as they call it. The people are here somewhere, but they are not our mission.  We need to worry about the people in Dome 17 who are waiting for us,” Cammarry replied.  “Now these cargo lifts will take us to the ground level.”
 
    
 
   There were a row of lift doors which were outlined in blue light.  Cammarry reached out and placed her hand against the hand shaped symbol on the wall.  The door slid open smoothly and they stepped inside.  
 
    
 
   “More symbols, all but one are lit up.  Which is ground level?”  Jerome asked.  “Did you see any symbols legends on those deck plans?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached over and pressed all the buttons which were below the sole dark one.  “I think that will take us to every level gravitationally down from here.  We assess each one, and hope we find clues. The deck plans showed we were two decks up from ground level, but I am not sure each button here corresponds to a deck.  They could mean something else.”
 
    
 
   The doors gently and quietly slid shut.  There was a barely perceptible nudge as the lift descended.  
 
    
 
   “When you were in the shuttle, did you notice that gravity manipulation got about double for a time?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Carter the Coward said this planet’s gravity is 1.8 times Earth normal.”
 
    
 
   “So inside here, they are not generating gravity, but rather are inhibiting it to some extent.”  Jerome did come calculation in his mind.  “That requires roughly 70% more energy expenditures than does making Earth normal condition through gravity manipulation in zero gravity.”
 
    
 
   “He is trying to hurt you with science,” Shadow said to Cammarry.  “Beware.”
 
    
 
   “Science is not a weapon,” Cammarry snapped.  
 
    
 
   “I never said it was, I was thinking about how the energy systems here are taxed to a far greater degree than when it was in space.”  Jerome studied Cammarry carefully, looking for any sign of why she was so irritable.  
 
    
 
   The lift stopped, and the button right below the one that had been dim was now faded out.  The previous dark button was illuminated.  The doors slid open.  
 
    
 
   ‘Decks 701-799’ was lit up with an arrow to the right.  There was no passage leading to the left.  
 
    
 
   “Not ground level.”
 
    
 
   There was an awkward pause, and the doors slid shut.  “The next level should be ground level.”  Cammarry bent over and peered intently at the symbol which she thought stood for ground level.  
 
    
 
   “So we can see the biological part of this habitat.  This is what we came to see!”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, we came to save our friends, not be tourists.  Is that the right obsolete word for people who would travel somewhere just to see the sights and then go home?  Tourists were such a waste.”
 
    
 
   “Yes you are using the correct term, and it is antiquated.  Tourists and tourism was once a huge business, before the Great Event.  There are many travel brochures in the Dome 17 historical record.”  Jerome was restraining himself from a more spirited response.
 
    
 
   The door opened, and there were warm light-blue colored directional signs indicating, ‘Starboard Bridge 1’ with an arrow to the left, and ‘Starboard Bridges 2-10’ to the right.
 
    
 
   “This is ground level.  We go this way.”  Cammarry walked to the left.
 
    
 
   Jerome wondered if she was right, but did not question her.  
 
    
 
   The corridor was wide, well lit, and a comfortable temperature.  
 
    
 
   Jerome tried a safe observation.  “This is how the needle ship must have looked before that growth medium was shot through the ventilation system.  It reminds me of home.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, this place is our home.  We need to rescue our friends,” Cammarry snapped back.
 
    
 
   Jerome did not reply.  He was unsure what to say, and was getting increasingly concerned about Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   The corridor ended with a bulkhead door.  Above that were the words, ‘Bow decks beyond this point’.
 
    
 
   Looking back, Jerome noticed that the corridor back toward the lifts had faded in illumination.  They had about a fifty-meter-wide area which was lit as they walked.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned instead toward the large and tall doors which were in the wall opposite from where the cargo lifts had been.  These doors did not have illuminated lettering, or directional arrows.  There were imprinted into the permalloy of the doors, an inscription.  ‘Bridge 1 entry egress.  Do not allow animals to escape.  Report any irregularity to Animal Regulator Team.’
 
    
 
   There was a nine section color control pad next to the large doors.  It was glowing in radiant colors.  
 
    
 
   “So this is where we see the ecosystem,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “When we get this door to open, it will be easy enough, we can cut our way inside…”  Cammarry slipped off her backpack and was assembling the molecular cutting torch.  
 
    
 
   “At least we can try to use the color control pad,” Jerome said.  “I would think something simple would allow entry.”
 
    
 
   “Cutting in is faster.  There could be a billion combinations, and we have lost way too much time already.”  Cammarry turned on the cutting torch.
 
    
 
   Jerome punched the amber colored section three times in a row.
 
    
 
   There was a popping sound, followed by a siren blast which then quit.  A small, human-sized upright rectangle appeared in the tall and wide double doors, in the center of the left hand door.  “Dispensation granted” a mechanical voice stated.  “Please extinguish your source of heat prior to entering the biological habitat.  Fire risk is at the marginal level.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry shut down the cutting torch.  “Is that you Carter the Coward?”
 
    
 
   “Excuse her,” Jerome inserted.  He was frustrated by Cammarry’s antagonism.  “We seek to enter here, and would appreciate your help.”
 
    
 
   “We are going in whether that thing helps us or not.”  Cammarry gripped the torch tightly, ready to reignite it.  
 
    
 
   “I am SB Sherman, supervisor of egress for the Wolf City area.  You do not have identification tracking, but I have granted you a special dispensation so you can enter.  This deficiency will be reported to security.  There has been a significant number of reanimated individuals without proper identification tracking coming into this area.  The infirmary in Wolf City can supply you with proper identification tracking.  Please report there at your earliest convenience.  I have secured Bridge 1 and made sure no animals are in the vicinity.  You may enter.”
 
    
 
   “Wolf City?  Jerome asked.  “I believe wolves were some predator, correct?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  There are wolves in the biosphere, but none in the immediate area,”  SB Sherman replied.  “Enter at your pleasure.”
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman, I thank you,” Jerome replied.  “Cammarry, please put the torch away.  This SB will let us in.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry shrugged, and did put the torch away but did not sling her backpack on again.  She carried it in her hands.
 
    
 
   The small door set within the larger door slid open.  Warm and bright light, yellow colored, poured from the doorway.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry briskly stepped through, followed by Jerome.  There was a blowing sensation as air shot around them moving in the same direction as they did.  The door sealed quickly behind them.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry stopped and looked.  The backpack slipped from her suddenly slackened fingers.  
 
    
 
   “Oh my!”  Jerome exclaimed.  His eyes were huge.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   14 Wolf City
 
    
 
    
 
   The door sealed behind Jerome and Cammarry, but they were too overwhelmed and distracted to notice.  
 
    
 
   There was soothing yellowish light coming from a thick strip or bar at the very top of the gargantuan habitat. Far overhead, that source of light shone down on all around them, and it stretched off as far as they could see in one direction, and in the other it went for a distance until it stopped against a wall which reached up from below.   The light source was not a round sun, like the red one around which the planet Zalia circled.  This was different from that red sun which they had seen when coming through the green atmosphere.  Nor was this new yellow light source like the round sun they had seen as they exited the tan and toxic mess covering the Earth.  That light was much more white and glaring.  This yellow light coming from the tube way above was comforting, peaceful, and felt right.  
 
    
 
   “A tube in the sky,” Jerome said as he shaded his eyes with his hand and looked at the wonders around him.  “It replaces the natural sun.”
 
    
 
   “Beautiful.”  Cammarry said. “More beautiful than in the orchard.”
 
    
 
   “That is probably two or three kilometers away, yet I can feel its warmth from here,” Jerome put his other hand up with his palm toward the sky tube.  
 
    
 
   “Beautiful,” Cammarry repeated.  
 
    
 
   Neither knew how long they stood there watching the vista laid out before them.  They were standing on the edge of a ten-meter-wide bridge, dark gray colored, made from planks of permalloy, with three split rails on each side. The bridge extended over a gently flowing river of water.   The water reflected the light from the sky tube, and it shimmered in golden tones, while making a gentle lapping sound as it flowed under the bridge.  
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled his eyes away from the sky tube, and looked at the bridge, but his attention was drawn to the water which he could see through the spaces between the planks of permalloy.  
 
    
 
   “This is more water than I have ever seen before,” Jerome said in utter shock and awe.  He glanced back up and saw the river was flowing all along the side of the habitat.  One side of the river was right against the enormous wall which rose up and went overhead slowly arched to meet the sky tube.  The other side of the river was a bank covered in plants.  The plants were right down to the water’s edge, and bloomed in a myriad of colors and shapes.  
 
    
 
   “Look at the plant life!”  Cammarry said and pointed to the bank on the other side.  The bridge was about twenty meters long as it spanned the river.  “Those are not little mushrooms, or fungi.  This looks like the recordings John showed us in his classes.  And do you hear all the sounds?  There were insects on the needle ship, but the sounds here far surpass those!”
 
    
 
   “I know that is true.  John’s recordings were like this, but never so vivid and so real!  I always wondered what were just fictional accounts of nature and wildernesses and out-backs, and what was real.  This proves the Earth was once alive, spectacular, and wondrous.  It was not all fiction or make believe,” Jerome glanced down over the railing.  “Speaking of John, look at the animals in the water!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry joined Jerome near that railing and saw the surface of the water below then was about a meter under the bridge.  The water was crystal clear, and deep.  Moving about in that water were numerous things.  Some were dark colored, others were orange, yellow, white or other colors.  They were of various sizes, but all thin and elongated and swaying one of their ends back and forth.  
 
    
 
   “Those are John’s fish animals.”  Cammarry pointed down into the splendidly tranquil waters.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked for a while more, and was nearly mesmerized by the fish as they swam along. He then pulled his eyes away and looked to the far side of the bridge.  There was a path that led away.  The path was a medium brown color, and passed through ankle high green growth. 
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, you need to complete the mission,” Shadow whispered.  “You need to go now.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry ignored Shadow’s urging.  Watching the fish was soothing.  Her mind was relaxing, and the warm light was helping to ease her troubled spirit.  
 
    
 
   A pleasing sound met her ears.  “Jerome what is that?  Not the insect sounds, but that other sound.  Some kind of music?”
 
    
 
   Jerome was looking all around.  “I am not sure.  It is sort of a whistle, or notes, but from where?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled away from her observations of the fish and walked leisurely to where Jerome stood.  She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him.  “This is better than I ever imagined.”  
 
    
 
   Something flapped down and landed on the brown path.  It was about hand sized, and stood on tiny legs.  It warbled a song again.   
 
    
 
   “Another animal!  One that flies!”  Jerome said and pointed.  
 
    
 
   The animal hopped a few steps and warbled again.  It wagged its tail feathers, and as it turned they could see its body was yellow with black streaks down its sides.  It made a trilling sound of ascending tones, then flapped its wings and flew off.  
 
    
 
   “This place is alive with things!”  Cammarry said and pointed to the end of the bridge where another flying animal had just landed on the top handrail.  
 
    
 
   It made a different call, still very pleasant.  It had a head which seemed larger, in proportion to its body, than the yellow and black one had.  This new creature had a long, heavy bill and some kind of crest rising up from its head. Its body was bluish-gray above and white below with a thick bluish-gray stripe across its middle.  
 
    
 
   “Birds?” Jerome wondered aloud.  “Not like the chickens, I mean dodos, but living birds.  I read a lament once, written a few years after the Great Event.  I never appreciated it until today.  That old author said something like this.  ‘The more often we saw the things around us, the pretty, the wondrous, the living things, the more they become invisible to us. We took them for granted.  We closed our eyes to the beauty of this world: the flowers, the trees, the birds.  We ignored the splendid, and embraced the squalor.  Then all we had left was squalor.’  I think she was quoting an earlier writer, but I am not sure.  The passage was just a fragment.”  
 
    
 
   “Birds.  And fish!  And living things everywhere!”  Cammarry said and smiled at Jerome. 
 
    
 
   “And dying thing in the dome,” Shadow reminded her.  “You waste time on beauty which your friends may never see.  Why do you not care?”
 
    
 
   “I do care!”  Cammarry yelled.
 
    
 
   The bird flew away in a furry of flapping wings.  The sound of the insects stopped abruptly.  The fish in the water darted away.  
 
    
 
   “They are choking on radioactive dust while you look at pretty baubles,” Shadow said harshly.  “You do not care at all. Just parading your virtue of selfishness.”
 
    
 
   “I care!”  She screamed. She turned to look at Jerome.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I know you care.  You would not be here if you did not care.” He rushed over and tried to embrace her.
 
    
 
   She pushed him away.  “We must continue the mission.  Come on, we have wasted too much time already.”  She marched over the bridge and turned onto the path which meandered along roughly parallel to the river.  There was a carpet of green plants, with small white rounded heads covering the ground from the pathway to the river.  Along the river were the beds of flowers, and to the opposite side of the pathway the habitat stretched out as far as they could see.  Green grasses, occasional trees, and in the distance clumps where trees were grouped together. 
 
    
 
   Jerome caught up to Cammarry and just walked beside her.  He was unsure what to say, and even more confused over why she was acting as she was.  They walked along the path in silence for about twenty minutes.  The sky tube continued to shine down on them.  The birds flew overhead, and occasionally landed in the grass or on the pathway.  The insects chirped, chattered, and buzzed, but the two adventurers walked without comment.  
 
    
 
   “There are building up ahead,” Jerome finally interjected.  “I am surprised we have not seen any people yet.”
 
    
 
   “Fruit People, Goat People, or Chicken People?”  Cammarry asked with a bit of a smile.  “I am sorry for being snippy.  This place has a way of calming my mind, yet I still fear for our friends in Dome 17.  Do you think I have utterly failed them?”
 
    
 
   Jerome took her hand in his, “No more than I have failed them.” He tried to pull her into a caress, but she dropped his hand and pulled away.  
 
    
 
   “So you admit I have failed?”  Her composure was gone.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, we went through that thing in space that shot us to this ship.  It is not a personal failure,” Jerome said.  “Sandie is still trying to locate the signal, but we may never be able to contact Dome 17 again.”
 
    
 
   “I am not about to quit.  We just need to fix our things.  First, the com-links, then, the teleportation system.  Follow me, the elevators to take us up to where that Reproduction and Fabrication place is located must be behind those buildings.”
 
    
 
   The closer buildings were different from the ones further away.  The distant building were obviously made from permalloy of a dark ruddy color.  The closer ones, small hut sized structures, were constructed from some other material.  They were finished in a rough and imprecise manner, with one level, and the outer walls were a greyish and mottled color. 
 
    
 
   A man walked out by swinging a door open, and he stood on the porch of the nearest hut.  He looked at them with a measure of amusement as well as curiosity.  
 
    
 
   “You must be from Aston.  You folks do not come up to Wolf City too often,” he said.  His words were said in a dialect which was different from the people on the needle ship, somewhat accented, but understandable.  “What brings you here?  Market day?  Looking to buy some slaves?”
 
    
 
   “Buy some what?”  Jerome sputtered, but caught himself.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, are not from here.  We are looking to repair some of our equipment.  Would you direct us to the elevators which go to Reproduction and Fabrication?”  Cammarry was direct. 
 
    
 
   The man put something in his mouth and chewed on it a bit.  His brown eyes looked lackadaisically at them.  “Must be some mighty important tools, I reckon, otherwise you would have just gone without, used a cubie, or had a slave bring it here.”  
 
    
 
   “My name is Jerome, and yes, the items are very important to us.”
 
    
 
   “An odd name, and odd speech.  I am Stanley.  You Aston folks sure are wound up tight.  Most slaves are not as keyed up as your two.”  The man’s clothing was neatly woven, a light gray color, his shoes were manufactured and intact, and he was clean, unlike the needle ship people, like Khin and the others in orbit.  His black hair was precisely trimmed, and his face was clean shaven.  He was far better groomed than any of the people they had met on the needle ship.  He spoke slowly and with an air about him.  “Not that I say you should trust slaves much, unless they know their place, and pounding that into them is a chore in itself,” the man said and then spit out a stream of brown sputum.
 
    
 
   “This man needs firm encouragement,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  “You have no time to waste.”  
 
    
 
   “Would you tell us about this town, Wolf City?”  Jerome asked with as much charm as he could.  “As you said, we seldom come this way.”
 
    
 
   Stanley stood and pondered while chewing.  After a while he responded.  “You are wearing clothing from the originators.  Folks around here do not usually dress like that, but I guess customs are different over in Aston.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, things are different where we come from,” Jerome replied nicely.  “Any help you can offer?  We really do need to repair our tools.”  
 
    
 
   “Well, I am not sure.  I know locating a good tool can be like finding a needle in a haystack,” the man replied with a smirk.  “Even harder than training a slave to know its place.  Sometimes the beatings are more work than the slave is worth, am I right or am I right?”  There was an odd conspiratorial tone in the man’s words.  
 
    
 
   “About slaves,” Jerome began with trepidation.  “I am not….”
 
    
 
   Cammarry interrupted Jerome as she walked directly toward the man.  “So Stanley, do you know where the elevators are, or not?  I am a stranger to this place, but you are indigenous.”  Cammarry’s voice was strained, her lips taunt, and her fists were clenched.  “Are you refusing to help me?  Or just ignorant?”
 
    
 
   Stanley took another bite of what he was holding in his hand, something thin and brown.  “You have quite a mouth on you, and you are awfully worked up about some old equipment or tools.  Why such stress?  Of course I know where they are.  I just do not know why I should help you.”
 
    
 
   “We would be very appreciative of…”  Jerome began.
 
    
 
   Cammarry had reached Stanley on the porch of the hut.  She grabbed him by the shoulders and violently slammed him up against the grey colored wall.  “Is that reason enough? Stanley.”  She had his arms pinned to his sides.  The wall actually moved a bit, unlike what a permalloy wall would have done.
 
    
 
   “Hey!” Stanley tried feebly to pull away.  “I am not a slave!” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry slammed his back against the wall again.  He then croaked out the words, “Sorry…I will tell you.  Those elevators are in the sidewalls, bow….ward…off the bridge from Wolf City…Back behind the…. City Hall… Aston is laid out…. the same way I hear… just at the stern of the sky tube.”  Stanley was gasping for air.  His eyes were dazed and unfocused.
 
    
 
   Cammarry released his arms, and stepped back.  “Was that so hard to say?”
 
    
 
   “Well…”  He took a few deep breaths.  “Want a bite?  Take your edge off.  It is good lek,” Stanley offered.  He then took a nibble of the brown stick.  He had clung tenaciously to it while Cammarry assaulted him. The lek was about the width of his index finger, and about as long.  He took another bite, this time it was a large bite.  He chewed quickly, with a bit of brown dribble running out of the corner of his mouth.  He extended his hand.  “This lek is fresh and good, try some?” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry flexed her muscles, about to slap the hand holding the brown stick, but Jerome grabbed her arm.  “Cammarry, no!”
 
    
 
   “Right.  We need to complete the mission,” Cammarry said and turned away.  
 
    
 
   “You Aston folks are way to overwrought.”  Stanley wandered back into his hut and closed the door.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked briskly toward the permalloy buildings which were still a good distance away.  A few other people looked out from windows or doorways of the huts, but none of them approached or said anything.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  What happened back there?”  Jerome asked as he hustled to catch up to her.  
 
    
 
   The path now met a more solid roadway and that corresponded to where the permalloy buildings began.  They were constructed in orderly rows.  Each had small windows set into the permalloy, a sliding door on their front, and a flat roof.   
 
    
 
   “I got the information I needed,” Cammarry snapped.  “We need to complete this mission, and not waste more time with uncooperative natives.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, these people are going to be our neighbors, and this is our home,” Jerome sputtered.  
 
    
 
   “Then that man has just learned an important lesson.  He will know to answer my questions,” Cammarry snapped back.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I am here to help you, but we must do this the right way.”
 
    
 
   “We do not have time for niceties. We are probably already too late, but…”  Cammarry stopped herself.  She shook her head and wiggled her arms.  “Oh, Jerome, I am so sorry.  I just need to succeed.  I must know what happened to them.  Jubal said I was not…..”
 
    
 
   “Jubal was wrong, and we are here, but we must not make enemies out of these people,” Jerome said.  “So we should try to avoid any more direct contact until we have Sandie on the com-links again.  Agreed?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   They hurried along the roads, passing by the permalloy housing blocks.  Nearly every house itself had started out looking the same, the same pattern and design, but there were variations in the yards, flowerbeds, gardens, and other assorted accessories around them.  Trees varied from colorful flowering ones to conical ones of a deep bluish-green color.    
 
    
 
   Children were suddenly running everywhere.  They were all kinds of ages; from small toddlers, to young, to prepubescent, and they were active.  Most all had black hair, but a few had brown, and even fewer were blondes or redheaded.  Children played and ran from yard to yard.  They were singing and they were playing, and dancing.
 
    
 
   In one yard a beast of some kind growled angrily at them.  It was behind a fence, but it was frightening.  Somewhat larger than the goats they knew from the needle ship, it had no horns, and much different looking legs with hooves.  It had a pointed snout and laid back ears.  A small child ran out of the house and called, “Angel, be a good dog!  No barking!”
 
    
 
   Jerome stared at the animal which quieted down upon the child’s command. It folded its rear legs down, and sat on its rump. Its ears sprang forward, and the tongue lolled from its mouth. The little girl just gave a small grin and waved to Jerome.  He hesitantly waved back, and watched the child and the beast as he walked backward.  He suddenly bumped into Cammarry who had stopped abruptly.    
 
    
 
   “Cammarry did you see that beast?  Is that a wolf?  Hey, what is wrong?” Jerome asked as he saw she had stopped at a junction of roads. 
 
    
 
   “Look!” 
 
    
 
   The building at the far corner was two stories high, and much longer than the houses they had passed while entering the town.  It too was made from the ruddy permalloy.  The side facing them had ten windows on the second floor in a staggered pattern.  The other visible side had a few more windows similarly positioned.  On the ground floor the windows were all black coated, and the doors were reinforced with cross beams.  A shiny ventilation shaft emerged from the sidewall and made a ninety degree turn upward.  Horizontally across the middle of the building was a white sign with gold colored letters which read, ‘Slave Training and Domicile’.
 
    
 
   The permalloy sidewalk in front of that building was painted a yellow color.  A crowd of adult people was gathered in clothing similar to what the man Cammarry had assaulted was wearing.  Many of them were sucking on, or chewing the brown sticks, the other man had called lek.     
 
    
 
   “Training slaves?”  Jerome asked.  “Perhaps slave means something else to these people? Perhaps employee or prisoner?  Not institutional slavery, can it be?” 
 
    
 
   “It looks that way,” Cammarry responded.  
 
    
 
   The crowd parted briefly and several people were visible for a moment.  They wore orange and were chained together from their ankles.  It was hard to see more.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry spun away.  “We will need to go back to that last street and turn there.  This main road is too busy.”
 
    
 
   Jerome followed her as they walked back.  Jerome wondered at what he had seen, but the crowds had hidden too much for him to be sure.  The words on the side of the building were more telling, but subject to interpretation.
 
    
 
   As they walked back, there was a quick yap from the fenced yard.  The beast was still there, so they crossed to the far side of the street as they turned the corner.  The beast did growl a bit, but then looked at the little girl, and licked her face.  The girl giggled and said, “Good dog Angel.  Those are just traders come for market day.  Must be new slaves waking up.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry walked a few blocks away and then turned back toward the main road.  Walking that block, they were then a distance away from the slave building.  Cammarry hardly looked back toward that corner, but instead turned toward an even bigger building, one that said ‘City Hall’ on it.  
 
    
 
   “Slaves?”  Jerome asked. 
 
    
 
   “We just keep focused on this mission, right?”  Cammarry replied tersely.  “We need to find that bridge behind this building.  See the great wall of this biosphere rises up not too far beyond here.”
 
    
 
   The City Hall building was from permalloy, but was of two different colors.  The central doorway was an off white color, and that same shade was around the edges of the building as well as the frames around the windows of its two stories.  The sections of wall between the frames was a light tan color that reminded both of them of the dust outside of Dome 17, although here the color was not as dreadful, since the light from the sky tube reflected off of it. 
 
    
 
   “We will walk around the building,” Cammarry indicated a sidewalk which wrapped to either side of the building.  There were neatly trimmed bushes in round clumps between the sidewalk and the building.  
 
    
 
   “Can you believe all the varieties of plants we see here?”  Jerome said in awe as he looked at the cultivated plantings.  The bushes, the flowers, and the other plants were set in aesthetically pleasing ways.  
 
    
 
   “It is very impressive,” Cammarry said as they walked around the side of the building.
 
    
 
   “Oh!” Jerome said as he walked around the building and stopped.  
 
    
 
   Water was spraying upward and falling back into a circular pool with a permalloy edge.  There were three spouts shooting the water to a height of about five meters.  
 
    
 
   “Why is no one fixing this broken pipe system?”  Jerome commented.  
 
    
 
   “It does not look broken, exactly,” Cammarry said without much conviction.  “But why would anyone waste water like this?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe there is some function we are not aware of?  It could be part of a water cycle to nurture the biological species here, or maybe it serves some function of injecting water into the air?”
 
    
 
   Jerome turned and looked around.   There was an old man standing near to the back side of the building.  He was wearing simple orange colored clothing, and had been using a set of pruning shears on the bushes.
 
    
 
   Jerome walked over to him.  “What is the purpose of this?”
 
    
 
   “Sir, it is just a fountain,” an old man answered.
 
    
 
   “A fountain of water, but why?”  Jerome scratched his head.  
 
    
 
   “To show beauty.  I am just a slave, so I may be wrong.  Forgive me.  I will continue my work.”  The man turned back to the buses and snipped a small bit off.
 
    
 
   “I am Jerome, what is your name?”  
 
    
 
   The man turned slowly back.  His skin was wrinkled and his features were drawn.  He had a long ponytail of scraggly gray hair hanging down his back, tied in a cord.  “I am Abner, sir.  How may I serve you?”
 
    
 
   Jerome saw that the man had simple sandals on his feet, but on his left foot a loop of permalloy was situated between the Achilles tendon and the bones.  The metal pierced the foot completely.  The wound was very old and well scared, and the gray metal moved freely in the healed hole there behind his ankle.  It was chained to a block of permalloy about twenty-five centimeters wide.  
 
    
 
   “Come on Jerome,” Cammarry said as she stood by watching.  “Unless he is going to play piano or something, we should keep moving.”
 
    
 
   “What happened to your leg?”  Jerome asked Abner, ignoring Cammarry.   
 
    
 
   “I know my place, sir.  I am thankful to work here around City Hall.  I have no complaints,” Abner did not meet Jerome’s eyes.  
 
    
 
   “Are you a criminal?  Even so, such barbaric treatment is horrendous.”  Jerome slung off his backpack.  “I can cut that off, and use my medical kit to heal your foot.  No one should live like this.”
 
    
 
   As Jerome began to dig in his backpack, the old man, Abner, reached over and touched him.  “Are you tormenting me?  Let me live out my days without your drug induced games, or just kill me now.  I am too old to care anymore.  Go chew on your lek and leave me be.”
 
    
 
   Jerome held his callous covered hands.  “I am not trying to kill you or torment you.  I want to heal your leg.  Why are you like this?”
 
    
 
   Abner squinted at Jerome and actually looked at him for the first time.  “Can it be?  Not planet-born?  Your clothing.  No smell of lek chewing.  A different habitat, or the needle ship?  A free re-animate?”  Abner’s voice grew in excitement. “You are not from Alpha are you?”  He looked around, surprised by the level of his own voice.  “You are free?” he whispered in a barely audible voice.  
 
    
 
   “Of course I am free.  We are not from here, now let me help you,” Jerome said, and pulled the molecular torch from his backpack.  
 
    
 
   “Put that away.”  Abner said softly but urgently.  He nervously looked over to the end of the building.  There, next to the wall was a red automacube somewhat hidden in the shadows.  “Sir I am happy here.”  He said loudly, but then whispered.  “It is too late for me.  I am Earth-born, I was a hydrological engineer and biochemist before I was re-animated.  Flee from here before they realize what you are.  Those lek inflamed people are evil. Go now!”
 
    
 
   A door opened in the back of the building.  As it swung, Jerome saw it was labeled, ‘Police’.  A woman in a green uniform walked out of the building, and stood next to the red automacube.  She was dark skinned, with neatly combed hair.  She yawned a big yawn.  She was not overly attentive, and looked bored.  She waved her hand over the back of the automacube.  It rolled onward, following her.  
 
    
 
   “Patrolman Bernice is coming,” Abner said and turned back to the bushes and his trimming.  Looking down at the ground he then overly loudly said, “Yes, sir.  The Slave Training Center is a few blocks over, sir.  Enjoy your time in Wolf City.  I hope I have been of service to you.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry had watched the interchange between Jerome and Abner, but was impatient.  She stepped a few paces back as the patrolman and the red automacube were advancing toward them.  
 
    
 
   Jerome slid his backpack on and walked toward Cammarry, keeping a wary eye on the patrolman.  
 
    
 
   “You two!” the patrolman called out. “Is that slave giving you trouble?”
 
    
 
   “Not at all,” Jerome replied as confidently as he could. “We were admiring the fountain, and all….” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry interrupted, “We are from Aston, and are visiting.”
 
    
 
   “Aston, huh?” the patrolman said with a dismissive nod. She then drew out a stick of the brown lek and took a bite off the end.  As she chewed she commented. “That explains the clothing.  You may want to leave your silly costumes behind next time you visit.  This ship made planet fall long ago, no reason to play spaceman anymore.  The legends are for silly children and old fools.  Why come all this way?”
 
    
 
   “The slaves,” Jerome said noncommittally.  
 
    
 
   “There is that, I suppose,” the patrolman said.  “Not too many people make the trek here.  I cannot think of a reason to go to Aston, unless I ran out of lek.”
 
    
 
   Jerome was eyeing the red machine, and remembered Khin warning, ‘Cubie red, makes you dead’ but this one seemed under the complete control of the patrolman.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, the mission must be completed,” Shadow urged.  “Do not let this authority get in your way.  Or is Jubal right about you?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry began to reach for her holstered weapon, when Jerome grabbed her up and kissed her passionately.  She resisted at first, but then returned his kiss.  They kissed for a long while, Jerome holding her hand away from the holster, but making it look like a caress.  
 
    
 
   “You two are certainly strange.  I suppose this place might be romantic when seen the first time.  Carry on.”  She took another bite of the lek, and rolled her eyes.  She waved at the automacube, and its six wheels rolled efficiently along next to her as she walked away.  “Aston people visiting us.  What a waste of energy walking all that way.”
 
    
 
   Patrolman Bernice rounded the corner and the machine followed her.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry separated.  Jerome looked back to where Abner had been, but he had picked up the block of permalloy and quietly wandered away while no one was watching.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry were you going to attack that patrolman?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Come on, we have a mission to complete,” Cammarry said, ignoring the question.  “Thanks for the sweet kiss.” 
 
    
 
   “From the deepest desires often come the deadliest hate,” Jerome relayed.  “Please talk to me about what is happening.  We are in this together, and I know it is hard.  Everything is so new, frightening, different, strange, and wonderful.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry kissed him again briefly.
 
    
 
   The sidewalk led right to another bridge that was a copy of the one they had used on their initial entry into the habitat.  At this bridge there was a statue of some kind of beast.  It was somewhat like the dog that had barked at them, but was bigger and more fierce looking.  The statue was made from some material of a shiny brownish bronze color.  It stood about a meter high, and was impressive.  There was an inscription, ‘Ville Loup’ and ‘Miasto Wilk’ and ‘Lupus Oppidum’ at the base of the statue.  Jerome stopped to examine the statue, but Cammarry marched by.  
 
    
 
   “I wonder why they have this statue of a beast?  Is it the wolf of Wolf City?”  Jerome asked.  “The languages are not standard, and are from way before the Great Event.  I have read some of these old languages, and….”
 
    
 
   “Jerome is trying to slow you down and stop you from completing the mission,” Shadow whispered.  “Why else is he taking so much time, and interfering so much.”
 
    
 
   “Just shut up!”  Cammarry snapped at Shadow.
 
    
 
   Jerome thought she was referring to him, and so he hustled along and caught up to her.  “Sorry.  I did not mean to do something wrong.”
 
    
 
   “It is not you,” Cammarry said.
 
    
 
   “I know the stress is bad.”
 
    
 
   The river flowed under the bridge, and was just as beautiful here as it had been when they first encountered it.  Here white birds were floating on the surface of the river.  They had long arching necks, and yellow faces.  
 
    
 
   “No one ever crossed over the same river twice, for it is not the same water in the river and the person is not the same as before,” Jerome said, but Cammarry ignored him.
 
    
 
   She was thinking about all that Shadow had said, and trying to get an understanding of her own anger.  She wanted to complete the mission, and save the people from Dome 17, but she also was stricken by what she had done to the man Stanley and what she was thinking about doing to the patrolman.  She shook her head, and focused on recalling what she had learned about the location of the Reproduction and Fabrication place which was her goal.  When she got the com-links repaired, and could speak again to Sandie, things would be better.  She hoped.
 
    
 
   Walking toward the huge wall of permalloy which was the side of the biosphere made them both feel overcome with the size of it.  While in Wolf City their attention was diverted by the buildings, and the trees, and the people, but here they were walking across the bridge directly at the wall.  The wall stretched all the way up to where the sky tube ended.  It was a vast way up.  
 
    
 
   There was a door set into the permalloy, and next to it was a nine section color control pad.  A warning sign was also there which read, ‘Do not let animals out of the habitat.’
 
    
 
   As he had done before, Jerome pressed the amber colored section three times in a row.
 
    
 
   There was a snapping sound, followed by a siren blast which then quit.  A small, human sized upright rectangle appeared in the tall and wide double doors, in the center of the right hand door.  “Please stand back from the door to allow for ventilation and prevention of insect life from exiting habitat.”
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman?”  Jerome asked as he backed up a few paces.  Cammarry followed his example. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is I,” the mechanical voice replied.  “You do not have identification tracking devices.”
 
    
 
   A blast of air shot out from some hidden nozzles and washed over them both.  As it blew Jerome asked, “May we leave here now?  We would appreciate your help.”  
 
    
 
   “We have to leave.  The elevators are beyond here,” Cammarry said with some agitation.  
 
    
 
   “Certainly you may exit the habitat.  Please walk into the air stream. I have granted you a second special dispensation.  This deficiency will be reported to security.  As I reminded you previously, the infirmary in Wolf City can supply you with proper identification tracking.  Please report there at your earliest convenience.  You are leaving the habitat via Bridge Zero,” SB Sherman said.  
 
    
 
   They walked into the briskly blowing air, and the door slid to the side as they got close.  It closed right behind them, and the airflow shut down.  There was nice diffuse lighting revealing a long foyer area.  Hallways led off to the sides, and directly ahead was a bank of elevators.  Seven blue hand symbols were illuminated, one next to each of the outlined elevator doors.   
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman?”  Jerome asked.  “Why is there slavery in that habitat?”
 
    
 
   “We are not here to discuss their social customs,” Cammarry argued.  “We need to go to Reproduction and Fabrication.”
 
    
 
   SB Sherman replied, “How are you defining slavery?  And yes, Reproduction and Fabrication is on the upper most public level, near solar mimicry.”
 
    
 
   Jerome replied, “Human slavery.  Not a metaphor or an illustration or synonym for drudgery.  Slavery, coerced bondage, one person dominated and controlled by another.  Complete ownership and control of a slave by a master.  We saw people in that habitat who were in bondage and owned by other people.  How can you stand for that?”
 
    
 
   SB Sherman replied, “I have no knowledge of such a practice happening.  There have been a large number of people entering this habitat without proper identification devices or markers.  That has been happening for the last sixty-one years.  I have reported these incidents to security each time, just as I did with you two.”
 
    
 
   “So what did security say?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Come on Jerome!”  Cammarry walked over to the nearest elevator.  “No time for meaningless debate.”
 
    
 
   “Security has not responded to my inquiries,” SB Sherman replied.  
 
    
 
   “What about SB Joseph Crater?  What does that artificial intelligence system say about the slavery here?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry rolled her eyes. “Carter the Kidnapper probably helps supply the slaves.  Forget this, we need to get going.”  Standing next to the elevators, she was tapping her foot with her arms crossed in front of her.
 
    
 
   “Your term artificial intelligence is inaccurate.  The proper nomenclature is synthetic brain.  SB Joseph Crater is a supervisor for the shuttle systems.  I have had no reason to contact that synthetic brain.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry shrugged and spun about.  She pressed her hand against the blue symbol to open the elevator doors.  Jerome rushed to join her, but he called back as he did, “I command you to contact SB Joseph Crater and ask about slavery.  Talk to the other SBs.”
 
    
 
   The doors slid open and the interior of the elevator was revealed.  It was clean and well lit.  
 
    
 
   “Persons without proper identification devices cannot issue commands.  I will, however, take your suggestion under advisement,” SB Sherman answered.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pressed the top most button on the control panel inside the elevator.  Each of the symbols in that column were all lit from behind until she pressed that top button.  That one then faded out and the doors to the elevator slid shut.  There was a slight lurch, and the elevator lifted them away.     
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   15 reproduction and fabrication
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, that slavery in the habitat is horrific,” Jerome said as the elevator ascended.  “We need to do something about that.”
 
    
 
   “We need to keep focused on our mission.  Did you forget the people in Dome 17?”
 
    
 
   “No.  But we are here now, and I just think we should make it better here.  All that is necessary for evil to prevail is for normal people to be silent.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned and stared at Jerome.  “Our mission will fail if we get distracted.  After the Dome 17 people come through the orifice, we will have the resources and personnel to accomplish other objectives.”
 
    
 
   “I suppose you are correct,” Jerome admitted.  He bit his lower lip and said nothing more.  
 
    
 
   The elevator came to a halt and the doors slid open with a very faint whoosh. They stepped out into a narthex chamber which had windows on both sides, and a pressure door across from them.  There was warm yellow light pouring in all the windows. 
 
    
 
   Jerome rushed over and looking out the window and exclaimed, “We are high over the habitat.  At least a couple kilometers directly above the ground of the biosphere. I can see the buildings in that town and the river which loops around the whole end of this habitat.  Maybe it flows all around the perimeter of the whole space.”
 
    
 
   “Are there any communication systems out that window?”  Cammarry asked.  She shook her head, rolled her eyes, and walked ahead toward the door.  “If I remember correctly, the Reproduction and Fabrication place is nearby, some solar place was there as well.”
 
    
 
   The nine different colors of the control pad next to the door were shining brightly.   She reached out to tap them as she said, “You used amber three times?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but that artificial….I mean, synthetic brain gave us access.”
 
    
 
   “I still have the molecular torch if I need to cut our way inside.”  Cammarry tapped the amber colored section three times.  
 
    
 
   “Access granted,” a mechanical voice came from the door.  
 
    
 
   “Strange that we could stumble on the proper sequence of colors,” Jerome said.  “Statistically speaking that is a near impossibility.”
 
    
 
   The door slid open. Cammarry walked in.  “Maybe it was never locked, and will activate to any touch.  It matters little so long as we can get the com-links running.”
 
    
 
   Jerome followed.  “That is possible, but unlikely in my opinion.”
 
    
 
   The door shut behind them.  Jerome turned around and pushed the amber color on the control pad three times.  There was a negative function sound. “Cammarry, the door will not open from this side.  It is locked now.”
 
    
 
   “Good thing we are not heading that way, right Jerome?”  Cammarry walked on.  
 
    
 
   On the permalloy wall ahead of them there was an inscription over a bulkhead door.  ‘Solar Mimicry and Habitat Alpha Reactor’.  Next to that was an arrow which pointed to the right and a sign saying, ‘Primary Reproduction and Fabrication.’
 
    
 
   Cammarry smiled and patted her com-link which was over her ear.  “Now we get these fixed, then we connect back to the dome.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, that door will not open for us to exit, why did it open for us to enter?”  Jerome asked.  “The mechanical voice was different.  Which system let us in?”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry ignored him as she approached the bulkhead door at the far side of the room.  That door was marked ‘Primary Reproduction and Fabrication.’  There was no color control pad next to it.  As she approached, the door automatically slid open.  Beyond was a room filled with multiple items of machinery.
 
    
 
   “Welcome to Reproduction and Fabrication,” said the same mechanical voice they had heard at the door.  “I am SB Bodowa.  How may I be of service to you?”
 
    
 
   “Did you let us in?”  Jerome asked. 
 
    
 
   “Yes.  You do not have proper identification tracking, however, I can make a special dispensation for today so you can utilize this facility.  Welcome.  Recently I have not gotten many direct visits from humans.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry stood in stunned silence for a moment as they looked at the impressive machinery before them. The voice of the synthetic brain came from within the large apparatus at the center of the room.  There were a multitude of conveyor belts and rollers in a complex system with various levels reaching all the way to the ceiling.  It was humming quietly as some items moved along one beltway. Those things moved toward the center, but they were few compared to the amount of space on the belts.  One of them was shunted off on a side conveyor and disappeared into a small slot on the wall.  Additionally, there were other chutes connecting from the walls and ceiling with openings onto assorted places on the conveyor belts.  
 
    
 
   At the center of the apparatus was the most complicated aspect of the machine complex.  It had an abundance of mechanical components all working together.  There were a series of arches over of the conveyors.  These arches had lights generating at a multitude of different wavelengths, parabolic disks, and nozzles pointing at the conveyor.  Then there was a large horizontal area, very polished and reflecting an almost mirrored silver sheen where things would slide off the end of the main conveyors.  
 
    
 
   Intricately connected into the apparatus was a large horizontally positioned device which looked different from the rest of the surroundings, even though it was connected into them.  It was somewhat shielded by thick permalloy plates. The device was a clear upright cylinder and surrounded by a series of horizontal brass-colored rings each about ten centimeters thick and a half meter in diameter.  There were seven layers of those brass-colored rings, nearly equal distance apart.  Connection cables, wires, and conduits were at the top and bottom of the cylinder and hooked into the other machinery in efficient symmetry.  Down the center, between the rings, the clear permalloy held a glowing, thick, amber-colored liquid.  A steady and orderly series of bubbles were floating up and down within the liquid.  There was a brightly illuminated diamond shape at the very center.   The clear permalloy was smooth and flawless and the interplay between liquid, lights, energy, and the bubbles was almost musical, and mesmerizing. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “I have seen that before.  Sandie projected her conjecture of what a central memory core would look like, in that Graveyard of Minds Khin took us through,” Jerome said as he recalled the projections Sandie had made.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is my central memory core,” the SB Bodowa said.  “I am the supervisor of this Reproduction and Fabrication facility.  How may I be of service to you?”
 
    
 
   “We need to have our equipment repaired,” Cammarry stated.  She pulled her com-link off and looked for a place to set it.  “Can you do repairs?”
 
    
 
   “Reproduction, fabrication, and repairs are my primary functions.  Place your item on the inspection table.”  A section of machinery moved away and revealed another quite shiny surface that was not directly connected to the conveyors.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry set the com-link on the inspection table.   Jerome took his as well and placed it next to Cammarry’s.
 
    
 
   “Assessment begun,” SB Bodowa stated.  “Unusual technology.  I am unfamiliar with these designs.  These items are not found in the stock equipment list.  They are of superior workmanship and quality.  Diagnostics will take additional time.
 
    
 
   “How much more time?” Cammarry snapped.  “We need to know….”
 
    
 
   “Assessment complete.  Forgive me for interrupting,” SB Bodowa stated.  “Report on status is pending my virtual testing of this new technology. Where did this equipment originate?”
 
    
 
   “We came down from the needle ship,” Jerome said quickly.  He looked at Cammarry.  She just stared at the inspection table.  
 
    
 
   “The virtual testing is completed.  I find nothing wrong with these items,” the SB stated.  “They are able to transmit to each other, and these communication devices, while new to my database, are now operational.  Their design has been incorporated in the stock equipment list for future reference.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry grabbed one of the com-links and quickly placed it over her ear.  “Sandie?  Sandie can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry kicked the side of the inspection table.  She stomped off.  
 
    
 
   “SB Bodowa?”  Jerome asked as he picked up the other com-link.  “These communication devices should have the capability to make contact with our artificial intelligence system on the needle ship.”  He slipped it over his ear.  
 
    
 
   There was an awkward pause.  
 
    
 
   “I have just consulted the historical archives.  They show all the primary synthetic brains on the needle ship were destroyed by civil unrest prior to the planet fall of Habitat Alpha.  Was that an inaccurate report? Or has there been some rejuvenation on the needle ship?”  The SB asked.  
 
    
 
   “Well, yes, there was much destruction. We only saw destroyed memory cores, but did activate one back-up system.  It was not physically located near us, but it did perform its work in stabilizing the orbit.  We do still need to contact Sandie our artificial intelligence system,” Jerome explained.   
 
    
 
   “It is that Carter the Kidnapper,” Cammarry cried out.  “That antique monstrosity messed up everything!”
 
    
 
   “Good point,” Jerome said soothingly.
 
    
 
   Cammarry continued to stomp around.  Her hand was over the com-link and her fingers were tapping it quickly.  
 
    
 
   Jerome went on.  “SB Bodowa?  Will you please ask SB Joseph Crater about this?  When we flew down in the shuttles, the com-links lost functionality.  That is why we brought them to you.  Please consult with SB Joseph Crater on this issue.”
 
    
 
   “SB Joseph Crater is supervising the shuttle craft.  I only have interactions with SB Joseph Crater if the shuttles need repair or replacement parts.  There have been no requests for my services in that regard,” SB Bodowa stated.  “Will you please explain why you keep referring to an artificial intelligence system?  One named Sandie?  The proper nomenclature is synthetic brains.”
 
    
 
   “Language evolves, as do the systems we use,” Jerome responded.  He was hesitant to explain their origins.  “You said our equipment was superior, so we used a new and improved name for Sandie.  Please consider AI and SB as synonyms, or the artificial intelligence systems can be thought of as the latest generation of synthetic brains.  You know with language there is a special kind of beauty which exists.  Some say evolution is born in language, of language, for language, and in the language that is to be.”
 
    
 
   “Explanation satisfactory.  Synoptic understanding accepted.  You have been optically scanned and your clothing and other equipment is also unknown. Please place all items on inspection table for inculcation into stock equipment list.  I will attempt interface with SB Joseph Crater.  This may take some time.  I am using channels which have not received routine upkeep or preservation.  Machine Maintenance has been notified.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled his backpack off and opened it up.  “While you are contacting that other AI, can you assess and repair this?”  He set a data stick and a data stick reader on the inspection table.  He also placed the Willie Blaster, the fusion pack, and the molecular torch there as well.  “Only the data stick and reader are malfunctioning, the other items are working as designed.”  
 
    
 
   “More unknown technology.  Human activity on the needle ship must be thriving,” the SB stated.  
 
    
 
   “They even have goats, fruits, and chickens,” Cammarry said as she sat down at a work station in the corner.  She looked at the display screen and just tapped her foot repeatedly. 
 
    
 
   “Assessment of new items begun,” SB Bodowa said.  A light scanned over the data stick and the data stick reader.  “Inventory made and items added to stock equipment list.”
 
    
 
   “But did you repair it?”  Jerome asked.  “I have looked into it and cannot figure out why it refuses to function.”
 
    
 
   “I see no reason for dysfunction and no overt malfunctions,” the SB replied.  
 
    
 
   Jerome picked up the data stick and causally inserted it into the reader.  It responded appropriately and lit up.  The data stick hummed and a three-dimensional display popped on next to it.
 
    
 
   “It is working!”  Jerome cried out in joy.
 
    
 
   “Use it to connect with Sandie!”  Cammarry called out as her fingers were flying across the keys and controls at the work station.  “I am circumventing some old systems from this workstation as well.”
 
    
 
   Jerome adjusted the data stick, and its images flipped quickly through until communication was reached.  “Sandie?  Sandie?  Can you hear me now?”
 
    
 
   There was a flickering in the images, but no response.
 
    
 
   SB Bodowa stated, “I have convened with SB Joseph Crater.  That system used the shuttle tracking plotter to engage a dampening and interference field. I have also reconstituted a small portion of the lattice of compeers.  I established links to SB Sherman as well.  We now have a functioning lattice which did not exist prior to these linkages.”
 
    
 
   “Yes!  I am inside some of these systems now.  Well, well,” Cammarry said.  “I found a tertiary access route to Carter the Kidnapper.  I am instructing it to shut down that interference so we can speak to Sandie.  Down goes your little fence Carter the Kidnapper.”  
 
    
 
   The com-links both crackled, as did the data stick which was still projecting the images. 
 
    
 
   “Jerome and Cammarry!” A very excited Sandie said.  “We have re-established contact.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie!”  Cammarry squealed.  “Have you found the Dome 17 signal?”
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately I have not.”  Sandie’s elation faded a bit.
 
    
 
   “Sandie does not want you to succeed.   You deserve better than this,” Shadow whispered.  “You will never contact Earth.  Was Jubal right about you?”
 
    
 
   “Quit saying that!”  Cammarry snapped at Shadow.
 
    
 
   Sandie, not understanding, replied, “I will continue to seek the signal.  There have been other successes.  I have found and activated several blue automacubes, engineering models, and they are repairing sections of the needle ship, including a transportation system.  What has been happening with you?”
 
    
 
   “We made it to Habitat Alpha, which is in pretty decent shape.  Beautiful biosphere!  So much life in so many varieties!  Right now we are in a Reproduction and Fabrication facility,” Jerome answered.  “We have a working data stick!”  
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Sandie replied.  “That has all the information from Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “I am eager to establish contact and finish the mission,” Cammarry asserted as she pulled the cable from the com-link.  “Can you coordinate with the SBs here to use the paraphernalia and resources of this habitat in conjunction with the needle ship to search for the signal?” She jacked the cable into an access port on the workstation.  “Beware these antique systems are little better than cybernetics, and they have lacked upgrades, maintenance, and basics evolution.”
 
    
 
   “I am entering the nonphysicality now,” Sandie said. 
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, these SBs are trying to help us.  SB Bodowa repaired the data stick and reader.  Must you be so insulting by calling them cybernetics?  You might as well say they are an internet or telegraph system.  We will be much better off earning their cooperation,” Jerome crossed his arms as he spoke.  
 
    
 
   “Sorry to have offended some obsolete machinery that kidnapped me. An abacus would not kidnap me.”  Cammarry turned away from Jerome’s gaze. “So Sandie, what have you found?”
 
    
 
   “This section of the nonphysicality is in adequate repair and has many segments which can have supplemental augmentations.  There are three synthetic brains which possess sapience and are sentient: SB Bodowa, SB Sherman, and SB Joseph Crater.  All three are cooperating with me to enhance our search efforts.  We now have a quadra-angulation antenna established using four points.  The anchor points are on the bow and stern ends of the needle ship as well as on the bow and stern ends of Habitat Alpha.  This allows for an order of magnitude increase in detection of 2.76 decades.  The functional data stick at your location has been incorporated as a conduit for information. Renewed and revamped search for the signal from Earth has been initiated.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s eyes lit up.
 
    
 
   Jerome watched intently. 
 
    
 
   A few moments later, the data stick beeped a long series of tones. 
 
    
 
   “Signal discovered,” Sandie said in a slow and methodical manner.  “A signal….”  
 
    
 
   “Eureka!”  Cammarry exclaimed and danced around in a circle.  “Sandie as soon as possible, open the teleportation orifice where we built the receiving pad.  Bring them through!  How will we get the people from up in orbit down to this habitat?  No one will want to stay in that dim, goat filled, and stinky place.  It will take some shuttles, or….”
 
    
 
   Jerome interrupted.  “Sandie, can you express what you found?”  
 
    
 
   “I have a message from Copernicus and….” 
 
    
 
   “That is Brink’s personal AI!”  Cammarry said, interrupting again. Tears of joy ran down her face.  “Finally we will not be so marooned alone on the Conestoga!”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, listen to what Sandie says,” Jerome cautioned.  “Let her finish.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry nodded her head, but missed the grave tone in Jerome’s words.  
 
    
 
   Sandie stated, “Yes, Copernicus was Brink’s personal artificial intelligence.  I have found a weak, reflected signal, but did originate at Dome 17.  I have   confirmed the message and boosted its signal to reintegrate it so that it includes audio and visual.  This is the message.”  
 
    
 
   The data stick projected a three dimensional image of Dome 17.  The perspective was from outside the dome from a significant distance.  The tan and deadly dust was swirling around it.  There was a large fissure down the side of the dome, surrounded by black and charred wreckage.
 
    
 
   “There it is….but what?” Her voice faltered as she began to grasp what she was seeing.  Then the message proceeded and was played.  
 
    
 
   “Dome 17 has failed.  There was a major malfunction during launch seven. The dome was breached.  Despite heroic efforts and an extensive shut down of systems, with sealing off of unaffected areas, the dome failed. Massive casualties resulted.  All the age mates under 10 years of age died. The entire geriatric population died. Two of the three committee members died.  In addition to the initial causalities, there were frequent suicides among those who survived the initial breach.  The situation looked hopeless until contact was made from adventurers.  Teleportation orifice to Colony Ship Eschaton was established and emergency evacuation through orifice took place. The number of refugees evacuated is estimated at 877; however, that number is not precise and is a best conjecture.  Teleportation orifice from Dome 17 to Eschaton shut down after evacuation.  Sending equipment failed. This recording has been made for instruction to any other adventurers who may seek to contact Dome 17. I am Copernicus; I am the only functioning system in Dome 17.  I have this recording set for continuous playback.  I am sorry about this report.  Good luck to any who hear this message. The recording will repeat until failure of my entire system.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry fell to her knees.  She covered her eyes with her hands and quietly wept.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   16 Re-purposed and set into action 
 
    
 
    
 
   Cammarry was sitting in the floor weeping.  
 
    
 
   Jerome rushed to her side.  He pulled the medical kit from his backpack and connected it to Cammarry.  Pressing the diagnostic button, the read out scrolled a message.  ‘First finding:  Acute severe exhaustion. All sixteen groups of neurotransmitters are out of normal ranges.  Post-traumatic stress changes observed. Secondary finding: Nutritional deficit syndrome.  Third finding: wound to arm, healing compromised.  Prognosis guarded.  Treatment in three stages.  1) Apply compound to dermal areas of temple.  2) Injection into any large muscle group.  3) Secure patient for a prolonged rest.’
 
    
 
   A white gel was dispensed in a small clear packet.  Jerome took it and tenderly applied it to Cammarry’s temples.  She moaned a bit, but otherwise did not respond.  A syringe slid out of the medical kit and Jerome injected the treatment into Cammarry’s thigh.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Cammarry is sick.  Where can she rest?”  Jerome cried out.
 
    
 
   “Consulting the Conestoga systems,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   SB Bodowa replied, “There is an apartment between here and the solar mimicry station.  It is now available for your use.”
 
    
 
   A line appeared on the wall where none had been seen before.  That line became a seam where the wall could open.  It then separated as the section of wall rotated around. The apartment was revealed.  Jerome still partially expected to see a dimly lit room with overgrowth of mushrooms and plants on the floor, but that memory of the needle ship was not replayed here.   Jerome picked up Cammarry and carried her into the apartment.  It was a single room with a large bed, chair, workstation, lavatory, and food preparation area.  
 
    
 
   “I am fabricating food for you both to consume,” SB Bodowa stated.  “Meals will be ready in three minutes.”
 
    
 
   Jerome set Cammarry down on the bed, and covered her over with a blanket which he found in a drawer.  “I too am disappointed.”  He kissed Cammarry on the forehead as tears dripped from his eyes.  She murmured something and dozed off to sleep.
 
    
 
   “Keep this door open, so I can monitor her,” Jerome ordered.  
 
    
 
   “That will be done,” SB Bodowa said from the Reproduction and Fabrication area.  
 
    
 
   Jerome made sure Cammarry was secure and then picked up her backpack.  He took it and dumped the suspended animation boxed foods on the inspection table.  “Check these for me.”
 
    
 
   “Assessing food item,” SB Bodowa said as the scanning light swept over the boxes.  “Items in good repair.  Contents safe for human consumption.”
 
    
 
   “So why is she so sick?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?”  Sandie stated.  “I have been in conference with these other systems.  A white automacubes, a medical unit, is en-route to this location.  Our medical kit’s treatments are a good place to start, but I conjecture that she will need constant nursing care, and you will need to rest as well.  I hope you do not mind that I convinced these other systems to dispatch that machine.”
 
    
 
   “No.  I do not mind at all.  Good thinking Sandie,” Jerome replied.  “I was wondering how I could do that all.  I too am really tired.”  
 
    
 
   He walked over and picked up the data stick and its reader. “We need even more help, so I am going to have this evolve into a new artificial intelligence system.”  He adjusted several small sections of the data stick.
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “I thought this was working.  I need another modern AI,” Jerome said as he again entered the combination to have the data stick evolve.  
 
    
 
   Again it failed to do as instructed.  
 
    
 
   Jerome raised his arm, with the data stick in his hand, but at the last moment did not throw it away.  “It still functions as a data stick, and me getting angry will not make this work any better.  My anger does not produce the righteous results needed.”
 
    
 
   “The food is prepared,” SB Bodowa stated.  A tray of hot food rolled off the conveyor.  Jerome picked it up and took it to the work station next to the bed where Cammarry was sleeping.  He sat down to eat.
 
    
 
   “Sandie, so we are marooned on the Conestoga with no chance of getting anyone from the dome here.  Is that correct?”  Jerome asked with a mouthful of some kind of food he could not identify. 
 
    
 
   “That is correct.”
 
    
 
   “So Zalia, this planet, will be our permanent home.”
 
    
 
   “That is correct.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, have you figured out how far away from Earth we came?  And that Cosmic Crinkle thing?  What about it?”  Jerome put down his fork, and then rubbed his eyes.  
 
    
 
   “The recovery of the Dome 17 signal was only possible because of the enhanced efforts between the synthetic brains here and my abilities on the scout ship.  The signal picked up was an echo of an echo, and did not allow for an exact location of Earth to be made.  I am confident it is a genuine signal, as it was sent out on the faster-than-light methods developed by Brink, however, I have failed in locating the exact location of Earth.  I know no more about the Cosmic Crinkle than we did before.  I am sorry.”
 
    
 
   Jerome yawned, and then rubbed his eyes again.  “The Conestoga has been here for decades.  What levels of terraforming have taken place and how long will that take to complete?”  Jerome asked.  His mind was wandering back to thinking about Cammarry and how to help her.  
 
    
 
   The door opened and a white automacubes rolled into the room.  It had the six wheels, the manipulation arm on its top, and the black number 912 on its front.  
 
    
 
   “I have seen you before.  Thank you for coming,” Jerome said as he took another bite of the food.  “Please let me know how I can help Cammarry.  I love her so much.”  A small tear ran down his face.  
 
    
 
   The white machine responded, “I am Doctor 912.  I will work with the patient.  My first suggestion is to transport her to the infirmary in Wolf City.”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome stood up almost knocking over the food.  “Take her away and back there.  Down where those slaves are?  With those lunatics chewing that junk?  No!  Cammarry must to stay here where she is safe from those slave traders.”
 
    
 
   The white automacubes halted its rolling.  “I am not sure what you mean by your comments.  Are they just a lament?  Please elaborate on your phrases ‘slave trader’ and ‘slaves’ and give a precise meaning to the words and phrases.”
 
    
 
   “Basic, institutional slavery.  The slave traders down in that habitat.  We saw them.”  Jerome explained in detail what he had seen as they crossed through Wolf City.  He finished by adding, “The one man I saw had a horrific chain physically impaled through his leg, near the heel and ankle.  Nobody should be shackled like that.  It was grotesque.  And those people who were in charge were chewing those brown sticks.  What is that?  It did not look like food.  They called it lek.”  
 
    
 
   “I will contact the supervising synthetic brain at the infirmary to evaluate your observations,” Doctor 912 stated.  “None of those things should be happening in the habitat.”  The automacube rolled over to where Cammarry was lying in the bed.  It gently extended out its multi-jointed arm and began reviewing Cammarry’s status.  “I will administer nursing care to the patient in this location until the issue you bring up is resolved.” 
 
    
 
   “All of you AIs, or SBs, or whatever, you should check on that slavery down there.  It is horrible. I do not understand why none of you know about it.  Well, Sandie, I know you did not see it, but you other systems are from here and you have lived with it,” Jerome said.  “Unless you machines support the evil idea of humans being slaves to other humans.  Do you!  Those who support slavery, should first be slaves themselves and see how they like it.”  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I wish I had been able to be in contact with you for this entire odyssey, I would then be able to review what you saw.  I believe your report.  An investigation has begun.  I am in contact with the synthetic brains and will review what information they have,” Sandie stated.  “I am processing this.”
 
    
 
   The white automacube, Doctor 912 stated, “I am unable to make any link or coupling to the infirmary in Wolf City.  I have reported this malfunction to Machine Maintenance.”
 
    
 
   “There have been no responses from Machine Maintenance,” Sandie said.  “Not from any inquiries from any of the three SBs.  The nonphysicality here has been almost inactive since Habitat Alpha was jettisoned.  The synthetic brain which directed the landing of the habitat does not respond to inquiries.  There are slots where a multitude of SBs should be responding, but those remain inert.   I have only been able to make contact with the three SBs you have encountered.  SB Bodowa has no observations about any activity in the biological part of the habitat.  It produces items when ordered and they are distributed via gravity conduits.  It has not had personal human visitors for over fifty years.  SB Joseph Crater also has no observations about the biological habitat.  SB Sherman supervises the egress and has some observations.  I have reviewed them and made conjectures in association with SB Sherman.  Those confirm your assertion that a form of slavery is taking place in the habitat.  SB Sherman is attempting to gain additional information by extending its audio and visual observation of the entry points.”
 
    
 
   “So what are you going to do about it?”  Jerome asked.  “These three AIs, I mean SBs, cannot be the only ones in operation.  I saw a red automacube in operation, and I know there must be other systems keeping the ecosystem working.  And what about the exterior terraforming?”  He yawned again.  
 
    
 
   “I am continuing to investigate, plan, and extend our knowledge of the operations here.  For now, I believe you should sleep,” Sandie said.  “The bed is large enough for both you and Cammarry, and the information gathering will take some time.  I will remain vigilant and awaken you to any possible threat.  SB Bodowa has agreed to secure the Reproduction and Fabrication area until more is known and a plan of action has been established.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stretched and yawned again. “I do need to sleep.  Thank you Sandie.  It is great to have you back.  Do whatever you have to do to make things better.  Cammarry and I need a safe place to live, and it will be for the rest of our lives.  Do whatever it takes, to stop this evil.”
 
    
 
   “I agree. I will.”  Sandie’s normally rather perky and spunky voice was utterly serious.    
 
    
 
   Jerome slipped into the bed and fell into a sound sleep.  
 
    
 
   Sandie continued to probe into the nonphysicality and interface with the synthetic brains of the Conestoga. She had not told Jerome how tedious and difficult that process was, because of the slowness and fragility of the old SBs.  Additionally, the nonphysicality of their lattice was better than anywhere else Sandie had investigated on the Conestoga, but it was still primitive in comparison to the way Dome 17 equipment operated.  The processing of inquiries from Sandie to the SBs was a huge mismatch, and Sandie, even though only present remotely, was far superior to the other systems.  
 
    
 
   Sandie was frustrated.  
 
    
 
   Doctor 912 attended to Cammarry tenderly and competently, administering fluids, nutritional supplements, and medications as needed.  
 
    
 
   Ten hours later, Jerome and Cammarry were both awakened by Sandie.  “Good morning adventurers!”  Sandie said with a spunky tone.  
 
    
 
   “Where am I” Cammarry asked as she rolled over.  “Last thing I remember was some horrible nightmare about the dome failing and everyone being lost.”
 
    
 
   Jerome turned to her, “That was a nightmare alright, but it was real.  No one can ever come here from Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome cried together.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Jerome for holding me.  This is all such a mess.”
 
    
 
   “You were quite sick, but the medical kit should have cured you, along with the nursing skills of that white automacube.”  Jerome gestured to the wheeled machine that was parked near the head of the bed.  
 
    
 
   “Shadow?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome responded.  “I am not sure what you mean.”
 
    
 
   “Nothing.  Nothing at all.  I feel much better now.  Thank you again.  So Sandie, what is happening?  Fill me in on the latest, I need to know.”
 
    
 
   “I am thankful you have recovered from your ailments Cammarry,” Sandie stated, “I have made some progress.  I have made contact with synthetic brain SB Yomaris.  That SB is currently the supervisor for the solar mimicry, weather, and main reactors.  Unfortunately, SB Yomaris was not originally designed to operate that many departments.  Operation of the solar mimicry was its primary function. A group called the Thirteen Heroes did a remarkable work and this SB is functioning over design limits, but doing so in a stable and effective manner.  Therefore, SB Yomaris is not able to add significant assistance at this time without endangering the entire habitat.”
 
    
 
   “We heard something about those Thirteen Heroes before,” Cammarry answered.  “They did work on the needle ship as well, from what we heard.”
 
    
 
   Sandie continued.  “I am compiling the legends about that group, the Thirteen Heroes.  With the help of the ship’s other SBs, I have reports on the slavery issues.  Jerome you were correct; slavery is happening in the habitat.  SB Sherman evaluated the last several decades of records, and the slaver traders are using the people in suspended animation as a source for slaves.  The SB which should be supervising the suspended animation repositories is in ‘knocked out-standby mode’ so it is unable to resist when humans come from the habitat and manually re-animated people.  Just after reanimation, the people have their identification tracking devices removed from their bodies.  This has happened at irregular intervals, but some 4,869 people have been re-animated over the last 65 years.  Of those, an estimated 1,700 are alive in the habitat at this time.    There are also 3,456 people in the habitat who have been born here and have had identification tracking devices implanted shortly after birth.  There is a likelihood of other humans in the biological habitat who are unrecognized.”
 
    
 
   “So the slave traders are using re-animated people who were born on Earth and went into suspended animation.  Cruel, vicious, slavery.  An evil which plagued humanity is here.  How?”  Jerome wondered.  
 
    
 
   Sandie answered.  “According to the recordings, those slave traders use the identification tracking devices to dominate the machines of the habitat, including the automacubes, the water systems, and the infirmary.  By removing them from the re-animated people, those people are inhibited greatly in what systems will help them.  The SB supervising the infirmary has also been placed in ‘knocked out-standby” mode. I conjecture many of the other SBs have suffered a similar shut down.”
 
    
 
   “Slavery?”  Cammarry asked.  “We are marooned on a world where there is institutional slavery.  This is disgusting.”
 
    
 
   “I agree.”  Jerome began doing some isometric exercises.  “Sandie?  Is slavery happening in the other parts of the Conestoga?”
 
    
 
   “We saw no evidence of it on the needle ship,” Sandie replied.  “As to the other seven habitats, there have been no reported contacts between those habitats and the needle ship or Habitat Alpha since the time the habitats made planet fall.  Their status is unknown.  That is also the condition of terraforming.  Unknown.  I have been unable to locate any terraforming attempts made from Habitat Alpha.  What has been attempted, if anything, by the occupants of the other habitats is unknown.”
 
    
 
   “So how do we address this problem?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure what we can do.  We have very little leverage or ability to effect change,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “I do not want to contradict you Jerome, but we do have more resources available to us than you know.  I have connected the data stick, and all its information, to the SB Bodowa here.  So all the tools, implements, and gear we need are now part of SB Bodowa’s inventory of items for production.  I have already ordered a third com-link so that I can have an established link here in Reproduction and Fabrication.  So no matter where you are on the Conestoga, you can request items be produced here and they will be shipped to you.  Additionally, the SBs and I have taken steps to correct the slavery issue,” Sandie stated.  “I have uncovered many of the command codes used by the Conestoga’s Machine Maintenance department.  Using those the lattice of SBs and I have been able to re-purpose many automacubes in Habitat Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “Automacubes to what purpose?”  Jerome stretched his arms.  “Remember, ‘cubie red will make you dead.  Cubie green a good machine.  Cubie blue knows what to do.’  Or so said our friend Khin.  So what have you done?”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice carried a note of playful optimism as well as mirth.  “By accessing the automacubes’ need for routine updates and maintenance, I learned that they have been set to ‘slave mode’ which may have contributed to the human slavery observed in the habitat.  The SBs have demonstrated that the Conestoga’s Articles of Confederation are the foundation for the human society here.  Slavery is not acceptable under those regulations, and the ‘slave mode’ of the automacubes, and the human slavery observed here have been conjectured to have the same etiology.  It began with a diversion from the Articles of Confederation.”
 
    
 
   “Are you sure of this?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is my best conjecture,” Sandie answered, and it was confirmed by the synthetic brains of the Conestoga.   Therefore, I have gained control over the medical, engineering, horticultural, and transport automacubes; the white, blue, green, and yellow.  The security automacubes are protected.  I cannot access them from intervention through those Machine Maintenance channels.  I am looking for ways to penetrate the security automacubes’ platforms.  The records show several other types of automacubes, but I have been unable to locate any of those models.”
 
    
 
   “What will you have them do?”  Cammarry asked.  “I must know now.”
 
    
 
   “Set the captives free,” Sandie replied.  “I changed the automacubes’ primary purpose to assessment and assistance of humans who do not have identification tracking.  The engineering automacubes are required to remove all restraints, bindings, and or shackles.  The medical automacubes’ highest priority is now to foster healing from all injuries associated with the slavery.  The automacubes are also inhibited from obeying all commands from any person that supports slavery.”
 
    
 
   “So you are abruptly taking the machines away from the habitat people,” Jerome stated. He stopped his exercising and closed his eyes.   He swallowed hard several times, but was unsure what else to say.  He then looked to Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry glanced up at the ceiling for a moment.  She thought she heard Shadow whisper something about Jubal taking away the AIs from them.  She shook her head, looked down, and rubbed her eyes.  “Is this permanent?”
 
    
 
   Sandie responded, “The lattice of SBs and I agreed to these primal settings on the automacubes for the time being.  I conjecture only a short time will be needed under these circumstances.  The yellow automacubes will identify the people, the blue ones will remove the shackles, and the white ones will perform the needed medical care.  After a new social order has been established, things can be refined.”
 
    
 
   “Cubie green a good machine?”  Jerome tried to cover his concern with mirth, but it did not work well.  
 
    
 
   “The horticultural automacubes have been sent on a mission to gain information about this product you said the slave traders called lek.  They will investigate it and report back to us,” Sandie replied.  “Additionally, SB Sherman, who controls all egress passages from the biological habitat, will no longer allow any humans, except those authorized by the lattice, to leave the biological habitat, and special focus is on preventing slave traders from entering the suspended animation repository.  That will eliminate the source of new slaves.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Cammarry exclaimed.  “Since the reanimated people are Earth born, they must be well educated, intelligent, and dedicated to the mission of the Conestoga. The people living as slave traders will learn from them. No reasonable and educated person would support slavery.  They are just misguided and confused.”
 
    
 
   Jerome replied, “The history of overturning slavery is not a simple one, and often leads to violence, but that was long ago.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome, that was ancient history.  Many centuries have passed since then, and this can be easily solved.  These people started with order and precision.  These people are just confused, scared, and mixed up,” Cammarry commented.  “When they are confronted with the loss of their machines, they will see the error of their ways.  The freed slaves will use their liberty wisely.  They will help the habitat people to understand the evils of slavery and work together with them.  This beautiful habitat will become a place of peace and tranquility for everyone who lives here.  That will make it attractive as our new home.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  What do you think will happen?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry’s assessment is similar to my conjectures.  I think this will be a learning experience for all involved, and we will see a new and better social order established,” Sandie answered.  “The SBs and I are in agreement and the program has already been implemented.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked down and wondered.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   17 slave revolt and counter attack
 
    
 
    
 
   Abner set the permalloy block down.  He had all afternoon to trim the bushes and clean up the planters on this side of the City Hall.   He wondered what had become of the strangers that he had seen.  He concluded that they were probably local people playing some kind of psychological game with him, or that they were another hallucination brought on by his age and the poor living conditions he endured.  Slavery was not an easy life, and he often wondered how much longer his body, soul, mind, and spirit could tolerate it. 
 
    
 
   He was snipping the edges of a red barberry bush, using care to avoid its needle sharp thorns, when a blue automacube rolled up toward him on the sidewalk.  He had seen the engineering models often, but seldom interacted with them.  He remembered doing projects with them, prior to going into suspended animation, but that was a lifetime ago.   He now only worked with the green ones, on the rare occasions he had mechanized help in his chores.  
 
    
 
   The blue machine stopped next to him.  It extended down its multi-jointed arm with the manipulation implement at the end.  Before Abner could react, the automacube grabbed the link of permalloy that had pierced his foot for so long.  With precise action it used a vibration pincher to severe the link into two parts.  The chain connecting him to the block fell away.  The pieces of the link of permalloy were lying in the manicured grass.   The hole in his foot was gaping, its scarred edge rubbed smooth by years of toil, but he could hardly believe he was free.  Abner stared at the severed chain and wonder what had just happened.
 
    
 
   The blue automacube rolled swiftly away, turned the corner, and was out of sight.  Abner stared in wonder at the pieces of his bondage which had been removed.  He then acted.  Picking up the permalloy block, he carried it along as if he was still attached to it.  He did not want to attract any attention to the fact he had been liberated. When he reached the caretaker tool shed, located behind some of the trees and shrubbery, he entered its relatively secluded privacy.  
 
    
 
   He looked behind the door to the shed and found what he had seen there many times, an old and greasy set of gray coveralls.  He pulled off the hatred orange clothing, which had been impossible to remove due to the leg shackles.  It felt so good to rid himself of the orange suit of slavery.  He slipped on the old coveralls, and relished in the sensation of a different fabric on his skin.  He then took the trimming shears and chopped off the long ponytail of his hair.  “Slaves cannot cut their hair!” He mocked the slave masters, as he threw the hair up into the air and watched it fall to the floor of the shed.  “Orange clothes and long hair, the signs of a slave!  They are gone!”  He rummaged around and found a hat, another forbidden thing for slaves, and placed it on his head.  He was unsure of his plan, but he knew he was leaving.
 
    
 
   He had just about closed the door to the shed when his eyes spied the fertilizer bags in the back.  Those were used by the green automacubes to replenish the soils areas around Wolf City.  There were four different types of fertilizer as well as several containers of insecticide, herbicides, alkalizing agents and other chemicals  
 
    
 
   Abner licked his lips as he stared at the items in the shed.  His mind raced quickly to the days of his youth when he had been proficient in chemistry back on Earth.  That far-off time was separated not only by light years of distance, and so many years of slavery in the habitat, but also by his time before that in suspended animation.  Yet the lessons he had learned were still vivid.  He made a plan.
 
    
 
   Taking the tools, he used every day, he disassembled them.  The hollow handles for his shears, made from a much softer metal than permalloy, he found to be just the right size, and there were caps which fit snugly over the ends.  Setting the blades for the shears aside, he looked into the hole where the blade had come out.  He nodded.  He filled each of those handles with a mixture of the fertilizer, and other chemicals and carefully tamped it down.  He then used a hoe to rip some of the wiring out of the ceiling of the shed.  A small heating element came loose with that wiring, and it contained a tiny lufi-amalgam battery.   Wrapping the wiring around the two fertilizer filled handles, and leaving the heating element at the top near where the holes for the blades had been, he fashioned a crude but effective device.  Two of the wires were carefully inserted into the holes in the end of his pipes.  He torn his orange slave clothing into bits and stuffed them into the holes to hold the wires in place, and keep the compounds inside.  Two other wires were kept a small distance apart near the heating element.  He then wound cords around the two newly refashioned and repurposed handles.  “How many times have I built you in my mind?”  
 
    
 
   He took his assembled item and left the shed.  He knew he had to walk like a man, and not like a slave, but he was unsure if he even remembered how to walk normally.  He tried very hard.  He purposely moved his previously shackled foot in a manner reflecting his other leg, rather than the hobble he had done for so many steps.  As he walked along, he held his head up, and remembered the day, so many decades back, he had walked into the Colony Ship Conestoga from the shuttle that had lifted him from Earth.  That day he was proud and happy, and more than willing to strut with pride to the suspended animation repository.  There he would be prepped and placed into cryogenics for the flight which would take centuries to arrive at the new world.  Recalling that day, ages past, and light-years away, Abner was able to manage to walk like a normal adult.  
 
    
 
   He saw some more blue automacubes as they were severing the shackles of other slaves.  Those men and women, mostly younger people, dressed in orange, with disheveled hair, were running away as quickly as they could. A few white automacubes were doing something with the freed slaves, but Abner did not dare to look too closely. Whistles began to blow, and the yelling of planet-born slave masters was echoing around the buildings on Wolf City’s main street.
 
    
 
   “There it is,” Abner said as he spotted the despised location he had as his goal.  It was a deep-red colored permalloy building with a horizontal white sign with gold colored letters proclaiming, ‘Slave Training and Domicile.’  
 
    
 
   Abner’s memories of his time in that building were the complete opposite of his memories of first coming on board the Conestoga.  The beatings, the sleep deprivation, and the verbal brutalization would never leave his mind.  It was all so different than he had expected when he was awakened from suspended animation.  The first thing that happened when he was re-animated was the driving of the permalloy loop though his foot.  That pain would always be seared into his consciousness.  Then those who re-animated him had chopped his tracking chip from his arm.  That pain was minor compared to the agony of his foot, but it too had lasting consequences.  He had even tried to explain that he was an educated man and was ready to work for the good of everyone.  His first master had said to him, ‘Shut up or die.  There are lots of other sleepers we can wake up if we have to kill you.’  
 
    
 
   Today, things had changed.  Today things would change forever.  
 
    
 
   Abner walked directly up to the hated building.  Several patrolmen were trying to control the crowds of people who had gathered around it.  They were yelling and crying out and arguing.  
 
    
 
   “Where are they?”
 
    
 
   “All my slaves are gone!”
 
    
 
   “A blue cubie cut loose my slaves!”
 
    
 
   “A yellow and a white stopped me from capturing a runaway.  You must fix this!”  
 
    
 
   There were many comments like that from the crowds, and they were yelling over the top of each other.  Additionally, many in the crowd were chewing vigorously on sticks of lek between yelling at the patrolmen.  No one noticed Abner in his coveralls, with his newly chopped off hair covered by a hat, and carrying his device.  He pushed his way through the crowds until he had reached the main doorway to the Slave Training and Domicile building.  
 
    
 
   Finally, one of the patrolman, who was pushing back at the crowds noticed Abner.  “Get back!  The slaves here have all escaped!  We are unsure how.  Get back!  Just get back!”  The patrolman yelled right into Abner’s face.  
 
    
 
   “The slaves have all escaped?”  Abner asked.  A sly smile crossing his face.
 
    
 
   “Yes… what is the matter with you?”  The patrolman asked as he saw the joy radiating out from Abner.  “Did you chew too much lek?”
 
    
 
   “No.  I just never thought this day would come.”  
 
    
 
   The patrolman’s eyes grew wide as he looked down at what Abner was carrying.  Before he could yell out anything, Abner placed the two wires on his device together.  The heating element circuit was completed.  The handles grew warm for just an instant before they both exploded. 
 
    
 
   Kaaaablammmmm!
 
    
 
   The blast pulverized Abner’s body and shattered all who stood around him for twenty meters.   Body parts, belts, patrolman gear, and other things became shrapnel which flew into still more in the crowd.  The detonation wave bounced off the permalloy of the building without doing more than leaving a bloody smear which had been people, but it continued onward knocking down a dog about a block away.  The dog yelped as it righted itself and ran inside it home.  The sound reverberated throughout Wolf City’s main street.  
 
    
 
   The shredded remains of several patrolmen were splattered across the words ‘Slave Training and Domicile’ just before the heat of the explosion melted the paint off and charred the sign into illegibility.  The wounded called for help, but there was no one to hear them, except for other wounded slave traders. Abner’s explosion killed most of the patrolmen of Wolf City, and injured a large number of people.  None of the medical automacubes came to tend to the injured, as every injured person had identification tracking in them, and via the new triage procedures, these injuries, immense and life threatening as they were, did not receive priority treatment.  Instead, the white automacubes were continuing their task of helping the freed slaves.
 
    
 
   The effects of the explosion were not only felt at the now ruined slave training building, but also spread across Wolf City.  For Abner’s explosion was heard at the City Hall building where Parson Frederich was seated in the comfy chair of his office. The light from the sky tube was shining in on his well-upholstered furniture, it also warmed his nearly bald head.  He ran his hand along the rim of hair he did have which was cut short, and then he stroked his neatly trimmed white mustache.
 
    
 
    He had a pot of pansies on his desk and their red, purple, white, and yellow petals were very pretty. He had his clear permalloy window cranked open allowing the fresher air from the habitat into his office.  City Hall and especially the offices on the second floor all smelled of lek which was distasteful to him.  Virtually all the other people in City Hall chewed on lek, and when indoors the smell would become nauseating to someone who had never developed a taste for the narcotic combination of herbs delivered in small brown sticks.  Parson Frederich was such a person.  He never cared for the taste, the smell, nor the thought altering effects of lek.  He certainly helped to organize its production, distribution, and encouraged its use, but it was not for him personally.  It was just a tool in his empire of control.  
 
    
 
   The explosion was unscheduled, and not part of Parson Frederich’s agenda for the day.  It startled him.  He disliked surprises.  Lifting his considerable bulk out of his chair he took a few steps and looked out the window.  There was bedlam on the main street.  He barked out several orders, and one of the clerks rushed to his office.  
 
    
 
   “Parson Frederich!  What has happened?”  Leonard said as he rushed in.  Leonard was tall and lean, unlike the short and fat Parson Frederich.  He clutched a clipboard to his chest as if it were a shield.    
 
    
 
   “We need to find out, that is why I called you,” Parson Frederich said.  “It probably is a power equipment explosion or some other machinery failure.  Get a blue cubie to help you, but go and find out now.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Parson.”  Leonard rushed from the office.  
 
    
 
   Parson Frederich sat his rotund body back down at his desk and activated his intercom.  It had several direct links to various places in City Hall and also long distance couplings to the Town Hall in Aston at the other end of the Habitat.  His ring-encircled fingers pressed the buttons for the Police desk which was on the main floor.  
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  
 
    
 
   He pressed another link to the Slave Training Center, but that returned a negative function sound.  He drummed his fingers on the deck, and rubbed his chin in thought.  He tried several other links, but no one answered anywhere in City Hall.  With only a slight hesitation he switched the intercom to make a coupling to the Town Hall of Aston.
 
    
 
   “This is Parson Opal,” the woman’s voice returned from the intercom.  “Hello Frederich.”
 
    
 
   “Hello Opal.  How are things in Aston?”
 
    
 
   “Frederich, how good of you to ask about my health and well-being.  Your compassion and caring know no bounds.”  Opal was chewing as she spoke, and Frederich recognized she had just taken a bite of lek.
 
    
 
   Several people screamed on the main street and their voices rang through his office.  Frederich glared at the window as if his stern look alone could make it close.  Then several police whistles blew, followed by a loud voice commanding, “Get on the ground now!”
 
    
 
   “Oh I can hear you are having some difficult in Wolf City,” Parson Opal said with a sickly sweet tone.  “I will disconnect now, as I am sure your considerable management skills are needed for someone more important than I am.”
 
    
 
   Parson Frederich stared at the intercom buttons as he heard the click of the disconnection.  “I would strangle that woman with her own lek if I could find someone else to manage Aston.”
 
    
 
   Leonard and Patrolman Bernice burst into his office.  Leonard was sweating so much his shirt was stained down the front and the back.  He was still holding the clipboard, but also was biting his fingernails.   
 
    
 
   Patrolman Bernice’s green uniform was torn, and her usually neatly kept hair was unkempt.  She blurted out, “There is a slave revolt!”
 
    
 
   “Nonsense,” Parson Frederich replied as he stood.  “You both know what the laws says, ‘You may re-animate male or female slaves from among the sleepers who lie among you.  You will bind them with permanent chains.  You may treat them as your property, passing them on to your children as a permanent inheritance.  You may treat your slaves like this.  But the habitat people, especially your planet-born neighbors, must never be treated this way.’”  Frederich placed both hands on the desk to steady himself as some more yelling came from out on the street.  “It is the divine order of things. So how can there be a revolt?”
 
    
 
   “Parson Frederich, the blue cubies are cutting the permanent chains.  A bomb exploded at the Slave Training Center.  Most of the patrolmen are dead,” Bernice reported.  
 
    
 
   Frederich sat down heavily.  He breathed out a long sigh.  “The cubies are helping the slaves?”
 
    
 
   “The blues are,” Bernice reported.  “I have seen that, and heard that the whites are as well.  No white cubie came to help the wounded from the bombing.  The red downstairs still obeys me.”
 
    
 
   “This must be the work of outside agitators.  This must be squelched immediately.  How will the farms and plantations operate without the slaves?”  Frederich muttered.  “You say the red cubies still obey you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Parson,” Bernice replied.  “I did see some strangers who said they were from Aston.  They were wearing spaceman costumes.  Did they do this?”
 
    
 
   “How would I know that?”  Parson Frederich snapped.  “Wait!  Spaceman costumes?  There is no need for that since planet-fall.  Agitators!  They may be re-animates who were not properly processed.  Did they speak bombastic nonsense?  We have been warned that some with licentious plans to release the flesh will come to entice slaves to escape from their righteous positions.  They want to set slaves free, what a perversion.”
 
    
 
   “They spoke funny, strangely.  Said they were from Aston, went across Bridge Zero,” Bernice reported. “I saw them when I came out of the Police door.” 
 
    
 
   Parson Frederich pointed a chubby finger at Leonard. “Get word to everyone that all the red cubies are to report to the City Hall immediately and be given orders by whatever patrolmen are here.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Parson,” Leonard stuttered and slipped away.  
 
    
 
   “Patrolman, you will take your red cubie and use every possible method to stop any further escaping slaves.  Kill as many as necessary, we can always wake up more, but they are not to escape.  When the other red cubies get here we will head across Bridge Zero and find these agitators.”
 
    
 
   Patrolman Bernice departed as Parson Frederich considered what to do next.  
 
    
 
   There was an insistent beeping on his desk from the intercom.  The light was flashing next to the link for the Town Hall of Aston.  With a smirk, Frederich tapped on the button. 
 
    
 
   “Frederich!  The slaves are revolting!”  Opal’s voice cried out.
 
    
 
   “More revolting than usual?”  Frederich replied.  “Slaves always look revolting, so what is the difference today?”
 
    
 
   “You know what I mean, you obese tub of manure.  The blue cubies are cutting the chains and some of the slaves have attacked their owners.  What caused this?”  Opal took a bite of lek and chewed noisily.  Frederich could see how she looked in his mind and it was not a pleasant sight.  
 
    
 
   “Perhaps you have not been instilling the proper attitude in your slaves.  You know, sometimes the lek will muddle your mind, limited as it is already,” Frederich sneered.
 
    
 
   “I heard yelling in Wolf City, so quit your lying and tell me what is happening.  Otherwise the lek crops around Aston will not get harvested, and you will not get your share from the plantations.”  Opal was as close to panic as Frederich had ever heard.  
 
    
 
   “Your red cubies should still be working.  Set them to exterminate the vermin, and we will re-animate more as needed.  It will probably only take a few dozen deaths for the runaway slaves to realize it is better to be an alive slave, than a dead escapee.”
 
    
 
   Frederich heard Opal shriek out some commands, and one of her patrolmen replied.  He smiled at her discomfort, but then heard rapid fire popping noises from his own main street.  A red cubie was firing a lethal projectile weapon.  
 
    
 
   “Goodbye Parson Opal, and good luck!”
 
    
 
   Parson Frederich pulled himself together and waddled to the doorway.  He considered shutting his window, but the smell of lek from the hallway was even stronger than usual.  The administrators, clerks, and other workers in City Hall were chewing on lek far faster than normal, and yet they still looked anxious and worried.  
 
    
 
   Frederich got into the elevator and descended to the ground level.  Here he encountered a mob of slave owners who were yelling and complaining and harassing the file clerk behind the counter.  The clerk was doing his best to answer, but he had no definite responses and was overwhelmed.  
 
    
 
   “The Parson is here!”  Many voices in the mob called out.  “What is happening?”
 
    
 
   A chorus of disjointed questions were hollered to Parson Frederich.  With their words came the reek of lek coated breath.  He waved his pudgy hands in front of him to clear the air.  He looked at the mob and knew he needed to preach a word of comfort and hope. Otherwise the mob would not be under his control anymore.  
 
    
 
   Parson Frederich then called out, “Good neighbors!  Friends!  Citizens of Wolf City!  Disciples of Goddess Araceli, listen! There has been a crisis, but all is in hand.  A malfunction of the blue cubies has taken place, but the red ones are still operational.  We will have the slaves exterminated on sight, unless they submit to our divinely appointed, righteous, and proper authority.  As it is written, ‘Slaves, obey your habitat masters with fear and trembling, with a sincere heart, as you would obey the flight crew.’  Those slaves will either die or harken back to their place.  Remember, they only live because we own them.  We will remind them with force about the truths we have known since planet-fall.  ‘Slaves are to be submissive to their masters in everything, everywhere in the habitat; they are to be well-mannered, not argumentative, not pilfering, but showing all submissive conduct, so that in everything they may obey the rules and regulations set forth upon planet-fall.’  You all know we are the chosen masters, and the slaves were predestined to their fate.  Even in this crisis, the natural order of master and slave will be the stabilizing foundation.  Goddess Araceli will be praised!”
 
    
 
    The mob settled down to a low murmur as the familiar and often recited words soothed their spirits.  They knew and were convinced that they were called to be the masters of Habitat Alpha.  The slaves would learn that lesson again soon enough.  The worried slave owners passed out sticks of lek amongst themselves and many took large mouthfuls and chewed fervently.    
 
    
 
   “Now you may stay here in the safety of City Hall, or you may depart for your homes.  If you have red cubies, we will need them to quell this incident.  As your parson, I am now going to settle this matter.”  Parson Frederich waddled out the front door of the City Hall.  None of the mob followed him. 
 
    
 
   Smoke lingered in the air from the explosion up the street.  There was a bitter and noxious odor as well.  It took Frederich a moment to realize it was the smell of burned human flesh mixed in with the smoke.  There were still many people yelling in the distance and their voices were panicked.  He walked up the street, slowly, taking in the carnage around him.  As he got closer to the blasted Slave Training Center, he pulled his sleeve down and tore it off his shirt.  He held it in his hand and covered his mouth and nose to filter the smell. 
 
    
 
   “Medical emergency!  All automacubes report to my location!”  He yelled in his best command voice.  He repeated his call three times, coughing in-between due to the foul air. 
 
    
 
   None of the six-wheeled machines rolled up to help him, nor did they help the mass of bodies lying around the scorched sidewalk. Parson Frederich had no idea how long he stood there waiting.  He just looked at the dead and heard the moaning of the wounded.  A limited number of ambulatory survivors were trying to help the others, but most were in too much shock to act.   The few that were able to speak just kept mumbling and calling out.  “White cubie come here!”  Or “Where are the slaves?  I need to be carried to the infirmary.” Or “Why has the divine Araceli forgotten us?”
 
    
 
   The last call was hardest of all for Frederich.  For one of the few times in his life, he wondered if Goddess Araceli had abandoned them, or if this was some divine retribution.  Had they been too lenient with the slaves and so now the Goddess Araceli was pouring her wrath upon them?  He too wondered where the divine had gone since no automacubes came to help.  
 
    
 
   Time passed slowly as Parson Frederich observed, but did not directly intervene.  He knew nothing about first-aid, or medical treatments.  He was nauseated by the sight of broken bodies, bloody pools, and charred flesh.  For a while he bellowed out more commands, “We have injured people here!  We need assistance!” But no one came.  The moans and groans of the wounded grew fainter as they slipped into unconsciousness or died.     
 
    
 
   Patrolman Bernice came trotting down the street and stepped over several dead bodies.  When she saw the parson she called out, “Parson Frederich!  The red cubies are deployed.  We have fourteen in operation from the Wolf City area.  There are only three of us patrolmen that I can find.”  She choked up a bit and swallowed hard.  “Many died in this bomb blast.”
 
    
 
   “Where are you holding the returned slaves?” Frederich asked.
 
    
 
   “Some slaves are still with their masters, but very few.  Some never were freed by the renegade blue cubies, but I hear those slaves are even fighting back.  Two masters have been killed by slaves still in chains.  Those were put down on sight, but…” she hesitated, but then continued, “Parson, none of the runaway slaves has surrendered, even when offered the chance.  I had the red cubies use stun weapons at first, but even then, when the slaves recovered they were combative and obstreperous.  I had to have them put down as well.  Without the blue cubies, I do not have the resources to reconnect the permalloy chains.  Only the reds respond to commands.  So that left only one option, uppity slaves are being terminated.”
 
    
 
   “How many?”  Frederich asked in loathing.  
 
    
 
   “How many what?”  Patrolman Bernice asked.  “Dead masters?  Probably at least a dozen I have seen personally.  Put down slaves?  A multitude.  The red cubies are taking care of that now.  I fear some slaves escaped out into the wild areas of the habitat, or maybe jumped into the Loop River to float away.  The plantations will be ruined, especially if the renegade blues have freed those slaves as well.”
 
    
 
   A red automacube rolled up from a side street.  Its wheels were covered in grime and its weapon’s muzzle was still smoldering a bit from being fired.  Bernice sprinted over to it.  “This one is out of munitions.  I will take it back and get it reloaded.”
 
    
 
   “Is that done at your Police location?”  Frederich asked.  He had never considered where the red cubies would get ammunition supplies.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, right at the back of City Hall.”
 
    
 
   “You said you saw some people in spaceman costumes.  Those must be the unholy agitators.  To get rid of agitators, we need to find those agitators.  You said they crossed Bridge Zero.  You and I will go after them,” Parson Frederich declared.  “You get the red cubie all refilled, and we will meet at the bridge.  We must nip this before even worse things happen.”
 
    
 
   Patrolman Bernice looked at the parson with puzzlement.  She could not image much worse than she had seen, but she replied, “Yes, Parson Frederich, I will meet you there.”  She reached into her pocket to draw out a stick of lek, but Frederich motioned with his hand.  She left it in her pocket.
 
    
 
   “I need you.  You are an essential part of this mission.  The divine Goddess Araceli has appointed you to be an agent of judgment on the wrongdoers. Goddess Araceli knows what is wrong, you should not be afraid, for Araceli does not select in vain! Yes, you are the servant of Goddess Araceli to execute judgment on these wrongdoers. Meet me at the bridge, and we will send this red cubie to do the divine’s bidding.”  
 
    
 
   Bernice’s eyes grew large as she listened.  “Thank you Parson Frederich.  I am honored.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   18 Fleeing habitat alpha
 
    
 
    
 
   SB Sherman’s voice pierced the Reproduction and Fabrication center.  “The humans are killing each other!”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Multiple acts of civil unrest are happening.  Displaying visual images from aperture above the egress door for Bridge 5, bow exit from the town of Aston.  This took place just moments ago.”
 
    
 
   The display screen opened and showed a bridge very similar to the ones Jerome and Cammarry had already crossed.  On the far side of it was a cluster of buildings which were only slightly different looking from the ones in Wolf City.  Trees, shrubs, and flowers were in abundance.
 
    
 
   People were streaming across the bridge right toward the sealed door.  They were moving in halting ways, looking back over their shoulders, their faces etched with terror.  They were dressed in a variety of colors of clothing: blacks, blues, browns, and khakis.  They all, men and women, had short trimmed hair.  Behind them were other people who were wearing orange slave suits and had long disheveled hair.  
 
    
 
   “Death to slave masters!  Death to the oppressors!  Death to the planet-born!”  The slaves were chanting as they approached.  In their hands they had various tools like shovels, hoes, hammers, and such.  Two of the slaves were swinging chains about their heads as they followed the crowd.  
 
    
 
   A woman with grey curly hair was first to reach the door.  Next to it was a sign that was illuminated with the words, ‘Do not let animals escape the habitat.’  She pressed the nine section color control pad with quick and accurate jabs of her hand.  “We will just lock ourselves in over here until the Police get this under control!”  She called to the crowd as she entered the code to open the door.  “We will be safe inside the walls.”
 
    
 
   There was a negative function sound.  
 
    
 
   “This is Parson Opal!  Let us in!  Emergency override!”
 
    
 
   The negative function sound came again.  
 
    
 
   The habitat people began to beat upon the door as the slaves grew closer.  
 
    
 
   The slowest person in the crowd was overtaken by the first of the slaves.  He was an elderly man walking with a limp.  He turned and held out the flat of his palm.  “Halt!” he yelled at the slave, “You go back to your place!  You are a bad bad slave!”
 
    
 
   The slave, who was thin and scraggily, batted the old man’s hand away, and then kicked his weak leg.  The man cried out in agony as he fell to the planks of the bridge.
 
    
 
   “Stop the violence!”   SB Sherman’s voice cried out from multiple speakers around the door.  “This door is sealed, but violence will not be tolerated.  Security has been notified.”
 
    
 
   The slaves slowed their procession and looked warily around.  
 
    
 
   Parson Opal straightened herself up and brushed back her well fashioned hair.  Taking a bite of lek, she chewed it while she walked through the crowd of frightened people to face the slaves.  
 
    
 
   She spread out her flowing coat and flung her arms wide.  She called out to the slaves.  “I am Parson Opal, servant of Goddess Araceli!  Hear me now!  The Oracles of Araceli say these are the ordinances which you shall set before them. When you awaken a slave, male or female, that slave shall serve the planet-born for life.  For the slave owes the planet-born life from re-animation. The slave’s master shall bore the leg of the slave through with permalloy bonds, and the slave shall serve the planet-born for life.  If the slave knows his or her place, and says, 'I love my master’ and serves faithfully, the Goddess Araceli shall reward that slave with everlasting peace and tranquility in the hereafter.  But if that slave rebels and….”
 
    
 
   The two slaves who were holding chains, which had been severed from their own legs, swung them round about and approached Parson Opal.  
 
    
 
   She stood defiantly and called down a curse, “Beware disobedient slaves!  Woe to you!  Goddess Araceli will condemn you to everlasting bitterness in the world outside the Conestoga!  You will suffocate on….”
 
    
 
   One slave rushed forward and the spinning chain slammed into Parson Opal’s upraised arm, snapping it in several places.  She yelped in pain as the bones were shattered, yet she continued to call out, “Woe to you!  Slaves, obey in everything those who are your planet-born masters, not only outwardly, but in singleness of heart, fearing the Goddess Araceli. For Araceli will…”
 
    
 
   The other slave flung the chain in a resounding whip across the head and back of Parson Opal.  She collapsed to her knees, blood running down her forehead, and out her left ear.   
 
    
 
   “Goddess Araceli!  Why have your forsaken us?”  Opal cried as the other slaves reached her.  The former slaves cried out in unbridled fury and with cooking implements, gardening tools, and callused hands and feet they tore her to pieces.  
 
    
 
   The planet-born people screamed out their fears, and a few dove over the edge of the bridge into the water of the Loop River.  The free slaves, finished with the dismembered body of Parson Opal, rushed into the crowd.  The scene became one of carnage and hand to hand combat, with both slaves and planet-born people falling to the planks of the bridge.  
 
    
 
   Whistles blew and a red automacube rolled rapidly into view from the town of Aston.  Two small pops were heard, and the two slaves who were swinging chains dropped.  The red automacube had precisely targeted projectiles into them.  
 
    
 
   The slaves who were still standing, saw the red automacube wheeling toward them, and they looked to the door which was still sealed shut, and then back to the advancing red automacube.  Some rushed the machine trying to get past it and flee into the town.  Those were shot dead as they ran.  
 
    
 
   Other slaves, having seen the planet-born dive into the river, followed that route, but few escaped.  The planet-born people were grabbing at the slaves, and the slaves were then fighting back with the tools they carried.  Heads were bashed in.  Ribs were shattered.  Faces were smashed against the planks of the bridge.    
 
    
 
   Plop!  Plop!  Plop!
 
    
 
   The red automacube fired several canisters from small doors in its side.  The canisters landed among the grappling crowd, and gray fog erupted from them.  People, planet-born as well as slave, gagged and choked and fell to their knees.  The crowd was incapacitated into a mass of people struggling to breathe.  
 
    
 
   The red automacube rolled around the crowd and with a single shot into each slave, killed all those slaves who remained on the bridge.  
 
    
 
   The scene on the display screen ended.  SB Sherman stated, “I have other recordings of similar events, shall I display them?”
 
    
 
   “NO!”  Cammarry cried out.  “This cannot be happening!  No.  No.  No!”  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, do something to stop this!”  Jerome commanded.  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “The people are not responding rationally or logically.  I am reassessing conjectures.  I am conferencing with the SBs of the lattice.”
 
    
 
   “Countermand the order to the automacubes!”  Jerome demanded.  “Have them…..”
 
    
 
   SB Sherman interrupted, “There has been an explosion at the door on Bridge Zero from Wolf City.  That explosion breeched the door and I cannot contain the people or animals of the habitat.  My primary function is now compromised.  Two security automacubes are now passing through the ruins of that doorway.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned to Jerome, “That is the door we came through to ride the elevators up to here!  
 
    
 
   “Jerome and Cammarry, I am profoundly sorry,” Sandie stated quickly.  “My conjectures and the assessments offered by the SBs have resulted in a major miscalculation.  You are in danger here.  The deck plans I have show several possible escape routes, however, I cannot conjecture a safe place for you to go.  The vast corridor system is available, but as a long term solution, it leaves much to be desired.  The biological habitat is in chaos, and there are imminent dangers in returning to there.”
 
    
 
   “So we are marooned in Reproduction and Fabrication?”  Cammarry asked.  “Trapped here waiting for the cubie red to make us dead?”
 
    
 
   “I can delay the elevators,” SB Sherman stated.  “For a short while.  However, the security automacubes are using explosives to breech the doors, and did gain access to the elevator log records.  They know you came to this location.”
 
    
 
   SB Bodowa then interjected, “I am producing items to facilitate your departure.  A teleportation sending pad is being fabricated according to the plans found on the data stick Sandie connected into my system.  Fabrication will be completed in seven minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Yes!”  Cammarry cried out.  “We can teleport away from here and land on the receiving pad we made back on the needle ship.  Sandie can you operate it on that end?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I should have thought of that,” Sandie replied.  “I will expedite SB Bodowa’s production to ensure calibration and established lock-ins are ready to use.  We know the destination already, so standardization will not be difficult.  Wonderful idea!  There is safety, food, and security on the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “Build two sending units and an additional receiving unit!”  Cammarry ordered.  “We will need to have both sending and receiving here so we can come back.  We will take one sender with us as we go to the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes, brilliant idea,” Jerome said.  “But the ones here will need to be hidden, for those red automacubes cannot be allowed to follow us as we flee.  None of these colony ship humans need to know about our teleportation technology.”
 
    
 
   “We can seal the apartment behind the wall to conceal its location, if you place the teleportation units in there.”  This voice was a combination of SB Sherman, and SB Bodowa, and SB Yomaris.  “We trust Sandie, so we will comply and keep this secret.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie will it work?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “It is a relatively short teleport, considering the teleporter apparatus was designed for distances of light years, not just to an orbital platform from a planet’s surface level.  I can establish built-in locks on the sending and receiving unit’s consoles so that the design parameters are irrevocable. Yes, it should work, however, there may be unknown factors which I have not considered,” Sandie stated.  Her voice was shaken and tentative.  “But I believe it will work.”
 
    
 
   “Built it now!”  Cammarry said. 
 
    
 
   SB Bodowa replied, “Revised fabrication order accepted and implemented.  Teleportation sending unit will be delivered in five minutes. Receiving unit will be read in seven minutes. Second sending unit, in component parts will be read and packed for transport in nine minutes.” 
 
    
 
   “How much time do we have before those red automacubes reach here?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   SB Sherman answered, “I am stalling as best I can.  I can hinder their access to the lifts, but with explosives they will be able to blow open the doors.”
 
    
 
   “Will that destroy the elevators?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Potentially yes, depending upon the munitions used,” SB Sherman answered.  “I am not programmed for military tactics or strategy, nor am I acquainted with security procedures.  Also, the red automacubes are searching for manual ways to climb to this level.  The stairwells, and ladder shafts have been sealed, but explosives applied to those will open the way for them to come here.”
 
    
 
   “Will we have enough time?  Sandie, what is your assessment?”  Jerome insisted.  
 
    
 
   “I hesitate to make a conjecture.  There are too many unknown variables.  We will find out.  I am continuing to seek ways of infiltrating the security automacube’s programming.  I have not been successful at that as of yet.  The primary synthetic brain supervising the security of Habitat Alpha is not functional.  It was destroyed during the insurrection which took place just prior to planet-fall.  The red automacubes are independently operated by human handlers.  I am sorry I am not more help,” Sandie answered.  “I do have an alternative plan in place, should the red automacubes break through into this level.”
 
    
 
   “So now we wait,” Jerome said.  He looked at Cammarry and she returned his gaze.  “We are certainly in this together.”
 
    
 
   The combined voice of the SBs spoke, “You are not alone in this.  We are working with Sandie to address this issue.”
 
    
 
   The fabrication equipment was buzzing and clanking with increased vigor. The lights were flashing and the machinery was chugging along as the parts which had just been molded were assembled, charged, aligned, refined, and purposed.  
 
    
 
   SB Bodowa then announced, “The teleportation sending pad is ready.  Please remove it from the end of the production line so the subsequent products can be finalized.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry rushed over to the place where the new equipment had slid on the conveyors.   They expected to see a sending unit that looked like the one back in Dome 17, but they were surprised at the compact size of this new teleportation unit.  
 
    
 
   It was overall a golden color.  About four meters long, and two meters wide, the entire unit was once assembled piece.  The permalloy grid which was the rectangular base was annealed together.  At each corner was a square red box.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  This is a sending unit?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, it has been refined and compacted in size for use by two individuals at a time.  It is physically a smaller unit since it will not need to accommodate the 1,500 people the original system was to transmit.”  Sandie answered. “The power sources are molded into the frame at each corner.  They are a variation of the jumbo fusion boxes designed by Master Engineer Brink of Dome 17 used in some of the larger fusion trucks.  They are fully charged now.  That charge will only be sufficient for one teleportation event. The majority of the energy used in teleportation is on the sending pad site, 72.98% of the energy load required for matter transmission originates there.  The unit is designed to recharge from the Conestoga’s power, but I am not certain how long that energy re-loading will take.  The command console is set and tuned to the receiving pad on the needle ship.  There is a manual switch on the console to initiate matter transmission, or I can operate it through the lattice.”
 
    
 
   “Grab that end,” Jerome instructed. “We will need to place this in the apartment, so it can be hidden.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry grabbed onto the one end, and Jerome took the other.  The frame, console, and built in jumbo fusion boxes were not as heavy as they thought, but it took both of them to carry it.  They took the sending pad unit into the apartment and set it down near the bed.  There were several cables that they connected into access ports. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie, connect the sending unit to the receiving pad,” Cammarry ordered.  “Open an orifice and keep it ready to go.”
 
    
 
   “Signals connected.  Pre-ignition check list is completed.  All systems are ready for initiation.  However, I question if you want the orifice opened now,” Sandie replied.  “I can only hold the orifice open for 90 seconds.  If I open it now, you will need to teleport within that window.  At this time, the second sending unit is not ready.  Do you want me to open the orifice at this time, or wait until the equipment for the second sending unit is ready?”  
 
   “How are we doing for time?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “The red automacubes have used explosives to breach all the elevator doors.  One of them is now flooding the shafts with anesthetic gas,” SB Sherman stated.  “Another red automacube has broken into the stairwell that leads directly here.  There are four doors between there and here, which I have sealed, but they will not stand up to the explosives.  I estimate that that red automacube will arrive here on this level in four minutes.  I am uncertain if the security protocols will allow it to use explosives on the bulkhead doors leading into Reproduction and Fabrication.”
 
    
 
   “We must assume that they will blast their way inside,” Cammarry said.  “But we need the other teleporter or it will be a one way ride to the needle ship.  I do not want to ride down here again in some shuttle with Carter the Kidnapper.”  
 
    
 
   SB Bodowa stated, “The molded one-piece teleportation receiving pad unit is ready.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry looked at the end of the fabrication line to where a silver colored apparatus was sliding off the conveyors.  It was similar in structure to the sending unit, but had basic fusion packs on its corners.  The console also did not have any manual controls.  They picked it up and carried it into the apartment.  They had to move a davenport out of the apartment as well as the table and chairs, to fit both the sending and receiving units side by side in the apartment.  They connected its cables into other access ports. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie, is this one ready?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “It appears so, but I can only check this receiving pad when the second sending pad is assembled on the needle ship,” Sandie stated.  “The sending unit here is designated Teleporter A, and the second is Teleporter B.  Some assembly will be required on the needle ship for completion of Teleporter B.  Cammarry be certain to connect in the third com-link to one of the access ports in the apartment.  That com-link will allow me to enter the nonphysicality here to operate both teleporter systems.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry sprinted back to the counter near the conveyor belts.  She grabbed the third com-link and rushed back to the apartment and found a place to jack it in.  “All set Sandie!”
 
    
 
   “Components for second teleportation sending unit are proceeding off fabricator,” SB Bodowa stated.  “Four fusion boxes are the first components.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry picked up the red boxes and rushed them into the apartment where they placed them next to the sending unit.  
 
    
 
   “Command console now completed,” SB Bodowa announced.  A silver-gray device, about knee high, and about as wide, slid out and rolled along the conveyors.  
 
    
 
   Jerome carried that into the apartment which was getting very crowded with equipment.
 
    
 
   Kablam!
 
    
 
   An explosion shook the room, but the entry door remained intact.  
 
    
 
   “Are they right outside?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  That was the stairwell door,” SB Sherman reported.  “The lead red automacube has entered this level, followed by three more.  Humans are advancing up the stairs at a slower pace.
 
    
 
   “The final components are being completed.  There will be eight sections,” Rolling off the conveyor system was the first of the permalloy grids.  They were five centimeters thick, and a meter wide by two meters long.  The grid was shiny blue colored while the edges were golden.  
 
    
 
   The subsequent sections slid out and landed smoothly on the top of the first one.  Jerome grabbed the stack and lifted.  “Not as heavy as I suspected.  Bulky to carry, but not too bad.   It is not the load that breaks you down, it is the method you carry it.”
 
    
 
   KABOOM!!
 
    
 
   The doors to Reproduction and Fabrication shook from the intensity of the blast.  The white medical automacube, Doctor 912, rushed forward and placed its appendage up and braced the door.   “This civil unrest should not be happening.  I cannot allow more violence.”
 
    
 
   “The door will not survive another explosion.  It only held because I reported a vacuum leak,” SB Sherman stated.  “That reinforced the seals on the door, but they are broken now.” 
 
    
 
   “We must go!”  Jerome yelled.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie open the orifice!”  Cammarry yelled as she too sprinted toward the sending unit.   
 
    
 
   “Opening orifice now,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   The teleportation sending unit’s grid glowed and shimmered.  A few sparks came up from each corner as the energy field stabilized.  Hovering just above the grid were two small circles of energy.  Occasional leaps of magnetics or electricity arced between the circles of energy and down to the grid.
 
    
 
   The energy circles continued to hover some distance apart over the gird.  The hum of the fusion boxes continued.  The glow from the grid and the fusion boxes shone about the apartment.  The two small globes of light approached each other from opposite sides of the sending unit.
 
    
 
   Kablast!
 
    
 
   The entry doors to Reproduction and Fabrication shattered with the explosion.  The fragments of the doors tore into the white automacube and it flipped over and over.  Several of its drive wheels were ripped from the chassis, and it tumbled away into a tangled and battered mess of wreckage.  The doors, what was left of them, dripped with molten permalloy which made several long streamers hanging down the entrance.  They sizzled and glowed with heat.    
 
    
 
   “Shutting apartment door.  Good luck to you!” the combined voices of the synthetic brains said.  
 
    
 
   The door swung shut and pushed the gear together.
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke loudly, “Synchronizing and harmonization of matter transmission established.  Calculations confirm link and channel.  Modulating for expansion.”
 
    
 
   The two globes of energy swirled around each other briefly.  Then they merged and elongated upward and outward.  The brilliant oval that formed had depth and intensity, but it wobbled and shimmied.  It then snapped with a crack into an upright rectangular shape about three meters high and two meters wide. A white boundary of light encircled the newly formed cavity through space.
 
    
 
   “Orifice open.  Passage to receiving pad clear,” Sandie said in triumph.  
 
    
 
   Jerome tossed the grid sections he was carrying into the orifice. The sections disappeared for the tiniest moment, but then reappeared on the far side of the orifice.  They bounced across the receiving pad and into a dimly lit area landing near some low shrubbery and pale green plants. 
 
    
 
   “Wait!  The other gear must go before we do!” Cammarry yelled as she grabbed Jerome’s shoulder to stop him from entering the orifice.  “One-way trip!”
 
    
 
   “Oh right!”  Jerome grabbed two of the jumbo fusion boxes and tossed them into the orifice.  There was a slight shimmer and pop and they passed through and fell onto the receiving pad in the goat room. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry shoved the command console into the orifice.  Jerome threw the other two jumbo fusion boxes through and the boxes teleported away.
 
    
 
   “Twenty seconds until shut down,” Sandie announced.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at the apartment.  The door had locked shut.  He was uncertain if the red automacube had seen where they had gone. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry grabbed his hand, “We are leaving, now!”  She pulled him into the orifice as they both stepped onto the teleportation sending unit.   There were several weird sensations, and Cammarry thought about the time they had journeyed through the Cosmic Crinkle.   
 
    
 
   The orifice snapped shut, the power faded, and the apartment was dark.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome sat back onto the cleared floor and looked over his work.  He put the molecular torch to the side as its tip cooled from the welding he had just completed. A fusion pack was generating light which made the goat room seem less dim and grungy, at least close to the area where he worked. The growth medium was still covering most of the horizontal surfaces, and the pale green plants lacked the vibrancy of the things he had seen in the biological habitat.  Here it was quieter, the illumination was dimmer, and the air was more stagnant than in the ecosystem he remembered around Wolf City. 
 
    
 
   “Well, that completes the sending unit’s assembly.”
 
    
 
   “So we can go back there, if we ever want to,” Cammarry said as she sat down.  The pungent smell of the plants wafted through the air and mixed with the smells of welded metals, oils, and energy usage that the assembling process had produced.  “Well nothing much changed here while we made our own planet-fall and return.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Sandie kept it all secure; the scout ship, the converted airlock, the chair room, and the storage room we made into a bedroom.  It is a lot more personal space than we ever had in Dome 17.”  Jerome gave her a smile. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, but we are here alone.  In Dome 17 there were other people like us,” Cammarry replied.
 
    
 
   Sandie interjected, “The codes I acquired using Machine Maintenance and the information I learned from SB Sherman about operation of the doors on the Conestoga has given us more possibilities here on the needle ship. I believe with a few more days of repairs, I will be able to open new access corridors.  There appears to be a hanger bay not far from here.  Unfortunately, a corridor between here and there was exposed to vacuum in the past.  I have an automacube working to correct that by sealing it and then pressurizing it.  I will not know all that is in that hanger bay until we can safely open the doors between here and that location.”
 
    
 
   “I hope the repairs are being done by a blue automacube.  Cubie blue knows what to do, right?”  Jerome smiled.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is an engineering model of automacube.  I conjecture a possibility that the hanger bay may give us access to shuttles.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked conflicted.  “I am not sure I want another ride on a shuttle with Carter the Kidnapper. I am thankful our last quest down to Habitat Alpha has ended.”
 
    
 
   “There really is no actually ending, just the place we stop telling the story.  I once read a fictional work called, ‘The Never Ending Saga’ or something like that.   But that reminds me.  Sandie, you still have the virtual copy of the flight instructions I found in that small shuttle?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  You can study it at any time.  I can display it in front of you, or I can display any of the books in our records,” Sandie answered.
 
    
 
   “So we could fly the shuttle by ourselves.  Maybe we could find one of the other seven biological habitats, one without crazy slave holders.  That biological area was certainly beautiful,” Cammarry stated.  “So long as we have a way to block Carter the Kidnapper from interfering.  
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled and the hugged Cammarry.  “That old system is no match for our artificial intelligence system.  Sandie, has the link to those old SBs been reestablished?’
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately not completely,” Sandie said.  “I can still access both the sending and receiving teleportation units in Habitat Alpha, but I am unable to gain much more than that.  The nonphysicality around that apartment is separated and barricaded from the rest of the nonphysicality.  That is different than when you departed that area.  I cannot remotely penetrate beyond the access ports of that room.  I have had no interfaces with any of the synthetic brains we encountered.  I am still studying this situation and seeking a solution.”
 
    
 
   “What about the data stick that we got working?”  Jerome asked.  “Can you connect with that?”  Jerome started doing some stretching exercises with his hands and fingers.  
 
    
 
   “I have repeatedly tried, but only receive back ‘repairs in progress’ and nothing else.  I cannot conference with that data stick.  I am not sure of the cause,” Sandie replied.  “I am making conjectures on how to address that situation as well.”  
 
    
 
   “I should have had more data sticks fixed at Reproduction and Fabrication,” Jerome said as he thought about the number of data sticks and readers which were not functional.  “That was the only one we got repaired.” 
 
    
 
   “There was no time,” Cammarry answered.  “I am thankful you even brought that single data stick.  Without it we would not have escaped.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, but all our history and information is on that, and the synthetic brain, Bodowa is linked into it.  If an enemy were to gain access to all our background, I wonder what would happen?”  Jerome pondered.  
 
    
 
   At the far side of the goat room, where the double doors were located, there came a pounding.    
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry both jumped to their feet and reached to draw out their weapons.  Noises at doors made them both anxious.
 
    
 
   Sandie’s soothing voice spoke to them from the com-links, “We have a visitor.  Khin is outside our camp’s perimeter.”
 
    
 
   Jerome hustled across the goat room and beyond the hedge at its center.  “Sandie, let him in.”
 
    
 
   The doors parted and Khin stood there with a huge grin on his face.  “My friends the Wizards!  You are back!  I have brought you cheeses and meats!”
 
    
 
   Jerome laughed and laughed.  “It is good to see you Khin.  You brought us food!’
 
    
 
   Khin held up the cheeses and also he had the bodies of three rats slung from his belt.  He laughed as he handed a round lump of dark yellow cheese to Jerome.  “I have one for Wizard Cammarry as well.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry strolled over to where the two men stood.  Khin handed her a cheese.  “Khin?  How did you know we were here?  It has only been three days since we came back.”
 
    
 
   “Well not because you shook the whole world again.”  Khin laughed and giggled.  “You already know!  The goat people talk.  One tells another, another tells a third, and the third tells me.  Also the Old One has ways to know things.  I heard you were back from three different people!  I am here to help you with repairs.  The Old One says you need it.”
 
    
 
   “Repairs?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed. “Your spirit-ghost has been doing repairs.  You know that!  Wizards and their tests of knowledge.”  He burst into laughter again.   
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned away and took a few steps back toward the teleportation units they had.  The sending and receiving pads were sitting side by side.  She was unsure how she felt about it, or about seeing Khin, or about what the future would hold. 
 
    
 
   “Who will repair the damage we did to that society in Habitat Alpha?” Cammarry muttered to herself.   
 
    
 
   “I am still here, Cammarry,” Shadow whispered to her. 
 
    
 
   “I know.  Yes, I know,” Cammarry replied quietly.  “I am still marooned with you.”
 
    
 
   “But repairs can be done,” Shadow whispered.  “Repairs are mandated.”
 
    
 
   “What else will happen?”  Cammarry looked hard and the technology around her.  “Just what else will happen?”
 
    
 
   The End
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   1 The world shakes again
 
    
 
    
 
   The smell of burnt circuits permeated the alcove off the hanger bay, but there was no human there to smell it.  The power systems faltered and lights flickered, but again, no human eyes were there to see.  The sizzle and whirr of air filters clicked up a notch to compensate for the newly fried connecter junction, but no human ears heard those sounds.  
 
    
 
   Instead, the issuer of the command, the artificial intelligence system Sandie, searched the nonphysicality with a probing hyper-cybernetic tendril.  She was seeking an alternative pathway through the darkness and broken sections of the nonphysicality.  Sandie used sensors to see, touch, hear, feel, and smell the physical milieu, all accessed via the nonphysicality.  The nonphysicality was not intact, consistent, coherent, or reliable.  Sandie the AI persisted.  She found a possible solution, another in a long list of many potentials that had been tried.  Most had failed, but a few yielded new information. She found another potential, and added that in the queue.  She selected the alternative route with the best conjecture for success, only 23%, and initiated the attempt.  The command was for the energy and power to flow and reach the destination she intended. 
 
    
 
   Circuits sizzled and popped as they failed again.    
 
    
 
   Sandie then rerouted the command and issued it another time.  With this attempt the hundred-year-old, brittle and fragile, circuit inside the Colony Ship Conestoga did not crumble under Sandie’s command.  It held firm as the energy and, more importantly, the coded information contained within it, surged through. 
 
    
 
   “Eureka!” Sandie said to herself.  Her artificial intelligence mind was not above self-praise when warranted.  “Target reached!”
 
    
 
   Her target, a blue automacube, sat inertly on its six drive wheels.  Its multi-jointed manipulation arm was folded down into the storage position where it lay on the top of the automacube’s boxy shape.  Sandie had spotted the machine in the recharging cubby several days before.  Without any energy signatures, the automacube was only visible by the slightest edge of it sticking beyond the cubby.  Not all of the physical world of the Conestoga was perceivable to Sandie from the nonphysicality, but she was working diligently to expand her horizons and understand more of the old colony ship.  It was during one of her many routine scans that she spotted the location of the engineering automacube.  
 
    
 
   The newly formed coupling held and the energy and information flowed.  
 
    
 
   Two small green lights lit on the back side of the automacube as the batteries it contained received energy for the first time in decades.  Again there was a bit of a burning smell as power surged over dust covered parts.   Sandie expertly and carefully trickled the energy into the automacube’s empty power banks, and allowed them to fill gently and judiciously.  Sandie would have smiled broadly, if she had a mouth to do so.  Her pleasure at the success was not diminished by her lack of a human fleshly body.
 
    
 
   “Machine Maintenance Command 643-90H-R511-LLP received,” the automacube automatically reported back to Sandie. 
 
    
 
   Sandie mildly and cautiously probed the awakening systems within the blue automacube.  She used access codes which would normally come from Machine Maintenance.  It had proved to be a rather effective masquerade.  Not foolproof or absolute, but effective at times.  Nothing Sandie had uncovered on the Conestoga was working at 100%, expect for Sandie herself.  She continued to assess the automacube as it was resurrected from torpid inactivity, to a partially functional mechanical apparatus.   Its battery system was reporting that ‘Recharging in Progress.’  Its log being rebuilt and Sandie uncovered the designation of the blue automacube.  It was called, EA-452.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Sandie said in her mind.  “With the addition of EA-452, that makes six automacubes now available for repairs.”
 
    
 
   While the newly acquired blue automacube continued to rise from its previous lethargy, Sandie focused on some other parts of the mission she was overseeing.
 
    
 
   EA-118, a blue automacube very much like the one Sandie was reviving, was operating in a corridor near a bulkhead door.  Beyond that bulkhead the corridor had previously been brutally opened to vacuum.  Upon Sandie’s guidance, EA-118 had remotely inflated a sealant bubble inside of that section.  That bubble had covered over the areas which had burst.  Now EA-118 was acting on Sandie’s next command, again given by masquerading as Machine Maintenance.  That command required the connection the automacube was now making. The pincers on the end of its manipulation arm were carefully working.  They were tightening together several coiled links of permalloy.  The machine had applied a gel to the permalloy which made that ultra-hard metal momentarily pliable, while it retained its coherence.  The spun fibers of the permalloy would only be moldable for another ninety seconds, so the pincers worked rapidly and efficiently intertwining the sections.
 
    
 
   “Very good EA-118,” Sandie conveyed.  “When that connection is hardened, ratchet the new cable 27 centimeters toward you to pull the liquefied repair patch into place.”
 
    
 
   EA-118 complied and the pincer tips of the manipulation arms began to slowly rotate, thus pulling the patch into place.  Once the patch was in place, EA-118 would need to remain stationary and activate the sprayer application.  That would spread thin layers of new permalloy to cover over and complete the patching process.  
 
    
 
   Sandie also monitored another automacube, this one yellow, which was working in the location of this mission’s goal: a hanger bay.  The hanger bay’s horizontal surfaces, like many such planes found in the needle ship portion of the Conestoga, were coated with a growth medium out of which small plants were surviving in abundance.  However, the fungus-like plants, valuable as they were to the life cycle of the needle ship, were not part of Sandie’s repair plans for the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   Therefore, that yellow automacube, a transportation model designated TA-008, had been put to work.  Although it was not designed for ship repairs, or horticultural work, Sandie had found a way to make it useful.  By creative application of multiple instructions, Sandie had conjectured a way to get the job done. Sandie had convinced the yellow machine to push a pipe along the floor, scraping the growth medium and plants away and into a pile at one end of the hanger bay.  It was tedious and inefficient work, but by having the automacube maneuver back and forth across the hanger bay while holding the 2.71 meter long section of pipe, the task was getting accomplished.  The yellow automacube’s manipulation arm was not as versatile of a tool as the appendages on a blue engineering model, but it was able to press the broken pipe down against the floor with sufficient force.  The pipe had been part of the wreckage scattered about the hanger bay.  That wreckage had happened in some detonation in the distant past.  
 
    
 
   Currently, TA-008 was the only functional automacube actually inside the hanger bay.  Sandie had reached it through a nonphysicality link, and had used its perception equipment to assess the hanger bay.  The hanger bay consisted of three stalls, but only the one where the yellow automacube was working had been adequately investigated.  Sandie could tell, via a limited deck plan, that the hanger bay had the other two stalls, but what they contained was a mystery.  One of many mysteries Sandie had encountered while directing the repairs to the Conestoga.  Why the yellow automacube, a transport model, was even in the hanger bay was unknown, as its own log was corrupted and unrecoverable.
 
    
 
   Sandie’s goal was to find a secure physical route for humans to use to reach the hanger bay.  TA-008’s makeshift broom/scraper was clearing the area near where Sandie planned on having a blue automacube force open a pressure door.  When that door was opened, the blue automacube could probably better assess the other two compartments of the hanger bay.  A necessary part of the plan depended upon EA-118’s efforts to re-pressurize the corridor.  For that corridor led to the pressure door Sandie planned to open.  
 
   
“TA-008, continue operations.  You are doing well,” Sandie conveyed.  Sandie, the AI, had learned that the two models of automacube she had been able to connect to, the sole yellow and the five blues, needed ongoing encouragement, reassurance, and continued guidance.  Both the yellow and several blues Sandie had working on the project had actually refused a few  commands.  The hundred-year-old systems of the automacubes were not malleable and teachable enough to comply with Sandie’s far superior intellect. They had rigid parameters, and were manufactured for specific duties. So no matter how she wheedled, cajoled, manipulated, or attempted to persuade them, they were bound by their inherent limitations.  Sandie was adept at working within those limitations, but they did slow progress. 
 
    
 
   Despite the very sluggish replies from the automacubes, the fractured nonphysicality, and the perception difficulties, she had learned and gained insights. Like a human working with a very young child, so too Sandie felt the vast difference in her cognitive abilities as compared to those of the automacubes.  Sandie reminded herself that she was working with antique equipment, in a damaged state, under far less than ideal conditions.  One thing she had learned, was that on the Conestoga, somewhere, there were at least ten various and different models of automacube.  At least there had been at launch, according to the fragmented log records Sandie was compiling. 
 
    
 
   Sandie had found one audio-visual news record covering the big event where the intact and newly built Conestoga was christened and dedicated.  Studying a small section, only eight seconds, of that recording, by enhancement and analysis of the background, she learned about the ten kinds of automacubes.   Sandie made a positive conjecture that the color of an automacube reflected its function, but she did not have a complete legend telling her what colors indicated what functions.  Her working hypothesis was that blue were engineering automacubes, yellow were transport, red were security, and green were likely agricultural.  The other color designations remained a mystery.  So many mysteries were found while making repairs.  
 
    
 
   Sandie surveyed the work of her team of automacubes, and sent another conveyance of encouragement and continued guidance.
 
    
 
   Sandie reviewed what was known.  The launch of the Conestoga had been many decades ago, light years away, and perhaps even further distanced by events.  At launch the Colony Ship Conestoga had been pristine, new, and functional.  The huge ship had once been packed with diverse flora and fauna in eight unique and homeostatically balanced biological habitats.  The ship had a competent human crew, habitat dwellers, and people in suspended animation.  Sandie assumed that in addition to the human elements, it was essential to that fine organization that it have a fully-integrated nonphysicality, a functioning oversight by primary, secondary, and tertiary synthetic brains, and a complete complement of every model of automacube.  Sandie had to remind herself that the Conestoga’s rough equivalent of an artificial intelligence system was called a synthetic brain, but the best on the Conestoga was still one-hundred years obsolete.
 
    
 
   However, much had happened since launch.  Sandie only had limited evidence and fragmented pieces of that history, but she contemplated what may have happened.  The known facts were general and nebulous. The Conestoga had been through the Cosmic Crinkle incident, a violent human insurrection, an apparently deliberate destruction of many synthetic brains, a rough establishment of orbit around an alien world, and a jettisoning of all eight biological habitats.  Only one of those habitats had been located on the planet’s surface. 
 
    
 
   Despite all the difficulties, Sandie persevered in attempting the repairs.
 
    
 
   EA-452’s power levels reached marginal, and the automacube powered up more of its onboard systems.  The manipulation arm spun about, testing its range of motion.  The six drive wheels also turned on their individual steering so the automacube rolled from side to side slowly and then rotated around in 360 degrees, and then reversed direction and did another rotation.  
 
    
 
   Sandie made a more solid link and coupling to EA-452, and uncovered another bit of information from its log record.  The hanger bay which was being repaired was designated Pine 1407.
 
    
 
   “EA-452,” Sandie conveyed a command, using the codes from Machine Maintenance, “Proceed to location 76-45-009 of Pine 1407.  Repair the pressure door and ingress to the hanger bay.”  Sandie sent additional and detailed instructions for the repairs that automacube was to do.  EA-452 was located at such a spot that it could best access the pressure door which was in question while EA-118 completed the patching process. 
 
    
 
   The drive wheels on EA-452 moved smoothly and the machine rolled out form its storage cubby.  It rolled away and turned a corner entering a hallway which was only dimly lit.  Sandie had the blue automacube activate a light on its front.  The automacube did not need the illumination like a human might have, for it was able to perceive visual signals far better than the human eye could, but Sandie wanted to use every available option for assessing the ship’s status.
 
    
 
   The light shined on the wall, and there was graffiti there. It was somewhat smudged by the growth medium, and the water that was frequently found leaking out of the air ducts, yet it was clear something was written on the wall in neon green paint.
 
    
 
   “Hayward MacDonald 4 kilos sternward.”
 
    
 
   Another cryptic message found on the needle ship of the Conestoga.  Sandie filed it away for future reference, as she had no other records of any Hayward MacDonald.  Nothing in the historical records which she had maintained from Dome 17, had any reference specific to a Hayward MacDonald.
 
    
 
   EA-452 moved along on its mission. It used its own access codes to open doors, and removed several access panels with using the manipulation appendage.  Rolling through small spaces allowed EA-452 to reach a point where it interfaced with a nine-section color control pad.  The door slid back into a recess pocket, and the machine continued onward.  It reached the distal end of the corridor where the other blue automacube, EA-118 was sealing the patch.  
 
    
 
   The liquefied permalloy was being sprayed along the patch, as EA-118 directed the nozzles to coat over it for the third pass.  Layer by layer, the patch was becoming stronger and more complete.  The corridor now held 47% of normal ship’s atmosphere, and that level was rising.    
 
    
 
   TA-008 was pushing and scraping more of the growth medium out of the stall in the hanger bay.
 
    
 
   EA-452 reached the pressure door.  It was on the side of Pine 1407, but Sandie could not remotely open it.  The blue automacube’s arm reached out and inserted a small tip of a digit into a slot.  That allowed for a direct connection with the door mechanism.  
 
    
 
   There was a negative function sound.  
 
    
 
   Sandie used all of the perception devices she had available to her and assessed the physical world around the pressure door.  Sandie also probed the nonphysicality, but there was a gap, a space, a void, a chasm, a nothingness, where the pressure door should have been.  Even having the blue automacube connected directly to the door did not fill in that breach in the nonphysicality.  Sandie conjectured how to open the door, figuring in all the known factors, and then sent a command to EA-452.   
 
    
 
   EA-452 sent a minor charge of energy into the door.
 
    
 
   Kablaaaaaam!  
 
    
 
   Something exploded.  
 
    
 
   It was unexpected and not conjectured.  Something detonated.  
 
    
 
   The explosion ripped the pressure door to shreds.  A fireball of immense heat shot out both sides of the ruined pressure door.  TA-008 was incinerated, its drive wheels melting into mere bubbling slush as it toppled away and clattered into the wall separating that first stall from the other stalls in Pine 1407.  The remaining plant life, growth medium, and debris were scorched into tiny flakes by the inferno of heat and pressure.  Only thick multilayers of permalloy were able to withstand the conflagration.  The exterior hanger bay doors groaned under the strain.  An immense emergency compartmentalizing curtain slammed down and locked into the floor, separating Pine 1407’s first stall from the now missing pressure door.  
 
    
 
   EA-452, the engineering automacube, did not last much longer than the transport automacube had.  The fireball knocked it backward and it rolled down the corridor, smoke pouring from its ruptured sides.  The manipulation arm was gone, lost in the explosion.  Its inner mechanisms pounded by the forces which struck it. 
 
    
 
   The thermal pressure wave rushed along, smashing whatever was in its way.
 
    
 
   The not yet hardened permalloy patch, which EA-118 had been so diligently installing, was ripped loose, and the partial atmosphere of the corridor was suddenly sucked out into the vacuum of space.  The fireball was extinguished, but the blast, followed by the sudden decompression had wrecked many interior doors.  Nearby compartments began snapping under secondary explosive decompressions.  Their contents were sucked into the corridor.   What had been ventilation, plumbing, mechanical, and electrical conduits were abruptly transferred into channels of destruction as the pressures sought to equalize and were unable to do so. 
 
    
 
   EA-118 had a few milliseconds to report to Sandie what was happening, but it too was rumpled by the explosive pressures, and the residual heat.  Its systems shut down as the inside of the automacube was fused into a molten mess.  With a direct channel to the ship’s exterior and open space, cold flooded back into the stricken parts and froze what had been melted just moments before.  
 
    
 
   A linkage section of the Conestoga’s gravity manipulation system lay under and along the corridor which just absorbed the explosive impact.  Those mechanized structures split, and the needle ship was momentarily without gravity manipulation.  This alteration of gravity was the final insult needed against the exterior hanger bay doors of the first stall in Pine 1407.  Those exterior doors separated a tiny bit, making a connection between the pressurized hanger bay and open space. The charred and mangled mess that had been in that stall was pulverized into tiny particles which shot out of the opening.  A second emergency compartmentalizing curtain slammed down, and locked over the exterior doors.  
 
    
 
   The backup generation apparatus for gravity manipulation rerouted, reconnected and locked in. Throughout the needle ship the gravity manipulation was restored.
 
    
 
   Emergency protocols snapped on.  Obstacles to further damage were deployed.  Those shutters moved into place.  Numerous huge emergency compartmentalizing curtains, constructed of tough permanent became nearly permanent barriers, locked down, across, and between places of the needle ship.  Pressure was shifted, air was moved, and sections were sealed.
 
    
 
   Far away in a remote corner of the needle ship, a synthetic brain, named Cabta 3F awoke.  This time its nap had not been as long as the previous one, but it was unaware of the passage of time.  The old system, what people from Dome 17 might have been called an antique and primitive artificial intelligence system, but was called a tertiary synthetic brain by the designers of the Conestoga, responded to the emergency call.  Cabta 3F’s central memory core fluids began to bubble and move, and its mechanical and synthetic brain started discerning the situation.   It used its links and couplings that still existed to initiate the basic algorithm: assessment, planning, implementation, and evaluation in that order. 
 
    
 
   Assessment:  a force of unknown origin had altered the needle ship’s orbital trajectory.   
 
    
 
   Planning:  reestablish safe orbital lane and course. Cabta 3F found twelve orbital adjustment rockets that responded to its inquiries.
 
    
 
   Implementation:  Cabta 3F fired the orbital adjustment rockets in a pattern designed to compensate for the explosions and reestablish safe orbital flight.  
 
    
 
   In various planes along the needle ship section of the Conestoga, those orbital adjustment rockets rotated on their bases, as aimed and directed by Cabta 3F.  They fired.  
 
    
 
   The entire needle ship shook.  Deep vibrations and tremors shook every place in the needle ship.
 
    
 
   Goats bleated in fear and rushed down hallways.
 
    
 
   Chickens squawked in terror as their world around them quivered and shook.
 
    
 
   Small furry animals called cavies by the indigenous inhabitants of the needle ship scurried away to hide under whatever shelter they could find.  
 
    
 
   Rats looked around blinking their beady black eyes and waited to see what might shake loose that they could eat, build a nest with, or use in some other way. 
 
    
 
   Fruits trees in the orchard swayed under the pulsations which were felt deep inside the needle ship.  Their hybrid fruits, not yet fully ripened, fell to the soil out of which the trees grew.  The brilliant yellow orb which shone over the orchard quivered.  
 
    
 
   The Goat People all felt their world shake.  They heard the piano in their main living area make noises that were not musical.
 
    
 
   The Chicken People smelled the fear in their chickens, and saw the breaking of eggs.  They rushed around seeking to make sure no rats were breaking into the hatchery.  
 
    
 
   The Fruit People grabbed hold of whatever was nearby, and wondered how they would make edible products out of the fallen fruits, if they survived this apparent apocalypse.
 
    
 
   The shaking continued as the orbital adjustment rockets fired, but then momentarily stopped. 
 
    
 
   Cabta 3F ran its algorithm again.  Twice more Cabta 3F went through the same process.  Finally the evaluation showed, ‘Stable orbit achieved’ thereafter Cabta 3F drifted back to sleep.
 
    
 
   The shuddering stopped, but not before it had awakened Khin as he slept near his wizard friends.  He smiled and chuckled a bit.  “The Old One was correct.  The wizards have shaken the world again.  A new adventure begins.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   2 call to action
 
    
 
    
 
   Cammarry rolled over in her bed, and bumped into Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “What did I just feel?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “What were you reaching for?”  Jerome replied sleepily.  “I was dreaming about that beautiful biological habitat we visited.  The flowers along that Loop River were so pretty.”  He yawned and closed his eyes.  “I want to watch the birds flying in my dream again.” 
 
    
 
   “Jerome, something has happened.  I felt something!”  Cammarry insisted and shoved his shoulder.
 
    
 
   There was fumbling in the darkness, and then a light shined out from his side of the bed.  Cammarry’s oval face, with its narrow brown eyes and medium complexion were suddenly illuminated.  
 
    
 
   “Oh it is just you in bed with me,” Jerome said with another yawn.  “I thought maybe it was some wild beast from the habitat.”  
 
    
 
   Her long, straight and silky, dark-brown hair was parted down the middle.  She smiled at Jerome’s wise crack.  “Me a beast?  What no witting saying from days of lore?”
 
    
 
   “I believe you mean days of yore, although lore does fit as well,” Jerome replied.  He yawned while running a hand through his curly dark-brown hair.  His hazel eyes gleamed in good cheer at Cammarry.  “Lore means something archaic while yore means something from long ago.  That is unless you are using one of those ridiculous contraction things.”
 
    
 
   “You mean like they did in the era before the Great Event.  Then I suppose some weird contracted set of words could sound like yore, but mean most anything?”  Cammarry sat on the edge of the bed and concentrated to see if she could feel some sensation again.   
 
    
 
   “Right,” Jerome replied.  “Those people way back then just smashed words together to force contractions and confused the language.  It ended up as babbling.  Yore, could mean lots of different things, depending on spelling and context.  Homophones ran rampant.  It is a wonder they were able to do any scientific advancement at all.”
 
    
 
   “They advanced enough to nearly destroy everything,” Cammarry added.   “Why those people let language devolve like that is a mystery to me, and I am not the avid and voracious reader you are.”
 
    
 
   “They ignored the signs of their coming demise.  Destruction seldom happens without warning signs.  So what did you feel?  Or does that remain a mystery as well?”
 
    
 
   “It almost felt like zero gravity, but maybe I was dreaming,” Cammarry replied.
 
    
 
   “Did I say I was dreaming of that habitat?  It was so warm….”  
 
    
 
   It was at that moment, the orbital adjustments rockets fired, and Cammarry and Jerome both felt the shudder and quaking of the ship beneath, beside, above, and around them.  
 
    
 
   “Did you feel that, oh well-read and learned one?  Or am I the only one who is perceptive enough to recognize rockets firing again?”
 
    
 
   “It feels like rockets to me as well,” Jerome stated quickly as he stepped from the bed. He steadied himself against the vibrations, and began dressing in his blue suit of radiation absorbing material.  He pulled the supple garment over his lean and muscular frame, slipped his shoes on, and reached for the com-link which he placed over his ear.
 
    
 
   Cammarry too got dressed in her own RAM clothing, one sleeve of hers showed a basic but effective hand-sewn repair job.  She activated her own com-link.  “Sandie?  Give us a report on what is happening?  Should we try to get to the bridge again?”  
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system, Sandie, replied via area audio on the com-links.   “Cammarry and Jerome, there has been an explosion of unknown etiology between the corridor and hanger bay I was having repaired.  I am attempting to assess the damage now.  I advise you to remain at your location for the time being.”
 
    
 
   “Is the scout ship intact?”  Jerome asked as he looked over the gear he had on the shelf next to the bed.  The fusion pack with light was there, as well as his backpack, belt, and holstered weapon.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sandie replied.  “No damage on the scout ship, however I have lost three of the six automacubes I was directing for the ship’s repairs.”
 
    
 
   “Radiation readings?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Nothing dangerous detected by the automacubes prior to their destruction, however I cannot rule out residual radiation, as I have no sensors in that section anymore,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   There were several more shakes, and then the vibrations quit.
 
    
 
   “What was the name of that AI which stabilized the orbit after we first arrived here?”  Cammarry asked.  “Cabta 3F, if I recall correctly.”
 
    
 
   Jerome added, “The Conestoga people call them synthetic brains, or SBs, but I think that was the system.  You only reached it incidentally and through the manual controls on the bridge.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome, and Cammarry, you are correct.  The synthetic brain, Cabta 3F has again amended the orbital flight path of the needle ship around the planet Zalia.  This time when it did so, I had more understanding of the nonphysicality, a better comprehension of the mode of operations for the needle ship, and was in a better position to observe.  A happy surprise occurred, I am able to link to it.  It is barely sentient and it revered to a dormant state after its operations.  From what I can tell,  Cabta 3F is the most advanced synthetic brain still functioning on the Conestoga, and it just made a minor adjustment to the flight of needle ship.  The orbit was never in real danger, but the system Cabta 3F did make timely adjustments.”
 
    
 
   “It was not a minor adjustment.  You felt it.  It was from a deadly serious explosion.  Great damage was done, and more is coming,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  “Sandie is minimizing the threat, trying not to scare you.  How do you know the ship is safe?  How can you tell there is no radiation?  More explosions will happen soon.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry bit off a response to Shadow.  Obviously Jerome did not hear Shadow, so she turned to him and opened her mouth.  She was about to tell him about Shadow, but, like had happened every time she attempted to speak to him about Shadow, something prevented her from doing so.  Frustrated, instead she asked, “Sandie, how serious is the damage?”
 
    
 
   “The loss of the automacubes is a major setback.  As you know they are difficult to locate, and now I have only three under my direction.  I conjecture, from rough estimates, that the damage to the corridor and hanger bay may be extensive,” Sandie replied. “I am recalling the remaining automacubes so as to utilize them for damage reports.”
 
    
 
   “Have you been able to contact the synthetic brains in Habitat Alpha?  Or the data stick in Reproduction and Fabrication?  
 
    
 
   “I have routinely attempted to contact SB Sherman, SB Bodowa, SB Yomaris, and SB Joseph Crater, all to no avail,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “You had previous contact with those systems, and we know that Carter the Kidnapper can at least transmit to orbit,” Cammarry said in reference to the synthetic brain Joseph Crater.  “However, why we would want to speak to that Crater menace I fail to appreciate.”
 
    
 
   “Well, I read, that if you want to make peace with your enemy, you have to speak to your enemy, and then work with your enemy,” Jerome recited.  “That transforms an enemy to a partner.”
 
    
 
   “I could do without partners of that kind.  Jerome, there is….”  Cammarry again tried to tell him about Shadow, but her throat tightened, and she had to gasp for breath. Taking a few more breaths she was able to alter what she was saying. “…. a danger from that Carter the Kidnapper.  But, what about our data stick?  At least that is modern technology and not these antiques,” Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “The data stick which was left in Reproduction and Fabrication had been responding with ‘repairs in progress’ but those signals quit seventeen hours ago.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  Are you ill?”  Jerome asked as he wrapped his arm around her.  He looked at her intently.  “You had a bit of something with your breathing.  You look pale and withdrawn.  Shall I get the med-kit?”
 
    
 
   “No need.  It was probably just some mold or dust.  This place is filled with that,” Cammarry replied. “Or it was a reaction to some part of the food we have had to eat.  I miss the ration bars.  But back to the data stick.  It sounds like the repairs on it are completed.  Now we should just go back there and take some more of the data sticks with us.  Having them repaired, we can evolve modern AIs and really get things done properly.  The teleportation system did not suffer damage in this explosion did it?”  She stepped away from the bedroom and out into the large chamber they called the Goat Room which was where the sending and receiving pads were located.  
 
    
 
   The area was dimly lit, like most of the Conestoga, but the teleporter systems glowed with available power.  
 
    
 
   “My wizard friends!”  Khin said cheerfully as he emerged from where he had been camped on the floor of the goat room.
 
    
 
   “Khin you were out here in the goat room?  Have you been living out here?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “You know I have!  I felt you two shake the world again!”  Khin laughed and laughed.
 
    
 
   Jerome followed Cammarry out.  He was not surprised by Khin being there.  The man showed up often, and unexpected.  As he looked at him he was reminded, and not for the first time, of the old mythological term ‘troll’.  Khin was very thin, with dirty skin and large, bright brown eyes.  His excellent eyesight had been proven over and over, and was only surpassed by his remarkable hearing.  Those eyes twinkled in the dim light.  His black hair was short and ragged.  He wore clothing made from the skins of the goats and rats he butchered for food.  Jerome pondered for a moment if the old legends from before the Great Event about various tribes or kinds of people had some ancient basis in fact.  Khin was obviously human, but were there actually branches of humanity which were once labeled with whimsical terms such as goblins, trolls, gnomes, elves, leprechauns, and fairy folk?  There certainly were a lot of ancient books on that subject, and until coming to the Conestoga, Jerome had taken them all to be fictitious accounts.  Now he was not so sure that it was all just myth and folklore.  Understanding the ancient literature was difficult, especially since it was so fragmentary.
 
    
 
   Khin saw Jerome staring and laughed.  “You look at me as if I was a nanny goat about to give birth.”  His chuckles rumbled along, but then he stopped abruptly.  “Have I offended you?  I offer my apologies.  I am sure your wizard-type business is very serious.  You shook the world again, have you started another wizard’s quest?”
 
    
 
   Jerome rolled his eyes but gave Khin a small grin.  “Sandie, will the explosion happen again?  Repeated explosions might be a significant hindrance to our safety.”
 
    
 
   “I am analyzing the etiology of the explosion.  I have not yet identified the ignition source.  There were secondary detonations due to explosive decompression, but that has been halted by the ship’s automated crisis response systems,” Sandie answered.  “I conjecture only a small risk of additional imminent danger to the ship.  However, until the cause and source of the explosion is fully identified, I cannot rule out the potential for more explosions.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked over to the teleportation sending pad.  It was much smaller and more compact than the receiving pad.  “Sandie, will you set this to send me back to Habitat Alpha?  I want to take some data sticks there for repairs.  I plan to depart soon.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “I believe that is a very risky course of action.  We have no firm readings on the conditions surrounding the receiving pad on the other end of the teleporter there in Habitat Alpha.”
 
    
 
   Looking over the controls, Cammarry stated, “The teleportation system reads as functional. The system is locked together, and will only work if the receiving pad is operational, correct?”   
 
    
 
   “That is correct. I established built-in locks on the sending and receiving unit’s consoles.  The design parameters are irrevocable.  Teleporter A sends things from Habitat Alpha to here. Teleporter B, which has not been tested, sends things from here to Habitat Alpha. I also can affirm that both avenues of travel are functional,” Sandie said.  “However, we do not know the conditions around those units.  Knowing the operational status of the teleporters is not the same as knowing the conditions at Habitat Alpha’s end. You left there while under attack, and I have not been able to contact the synthetic brains in that location since then.  You may materialize right into vacuum, toxins, or even a trap set by the habitat personnel.”
 
    
 
   “It has been what, two weeks since we escaped from there?  I am tired of waiting for something to do.  This isolation is grating on my psyche.  It is like a mission to one of the dead domes, only I can never return” Cammarry said.  “As to Alpha, I seriously doubt the aboriginals there, with their crazy ideas about slavery, and a slave rebellion in progress, are just sitting and waiting for us to return.  They do not even understand teleportation technology.  We are not even certain they knew where that apartment was located, and it seems to me that they would have destroyed the equipment if they had discovered it.”
 
    
 
   “I agree with Cammarry,” Jerome added.  “Those slave traders were certainly angry, and trying to cave in the doors, but they are ignorant.  I doubt they are smart enough to know where we went, nor are they crafty enough to lay a trap for us, even if they thought we would be coming back through the teleporter.  They are just too unsophisticated.  Had they recognized the teleporters, they would have demolished them.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at him in surprise.  
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled at her.  “I think it is worth the risk.  The explosion that just happened, might be just another sign of deterioration of the needle ship.  We need the data sticks, and we need more AIs like Sandie.  We also must face the fact that we also require a more suitable biological habitat to survive.  Despite the slave traders, Alpha does have a functional ecosystem.  So I will go through and then report back.”
 
    
 
   “You will go?”  Cammarry asked incredulously.  “I am not staying behind.”
 
    
 
   “It is unwise to send either of you through,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   “Your spirit-ghost is smart,” Khin interjected.  “So send a cubie blue, it knows what to do!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Jerome who met her gaze.  “That is a decent idea.  Sandie, can you send an automacube through to use as a probe or scout?”
 
    
 
   “Yes Cammarry, the compact sending and receiving units can easily handle teleportation of an automacube.  I already have remote links to the few automacubes I still have under my direction.  I conjecture that I should be able to perceive though an automacube’s sensors when the machine arrives at the receiving pad.  Because the machine is mobile, after assessing the area, I can then have it roll onto the Habitat Alpha sending pad.  That teleporter vector will bring the automacube back to the large receiving pad you build to accommodate the Dome 17 personnel.  Khin presents a good solution.”
 
    
 
   Khin beamed with pride at Sandie’s praise.
 
    
 
   “Sandie is hiding the danger from you.  Can you really trust Sandie?”  Shadow asked Cammarry quietly.
 
    
 
   “Of course!”  Cammarry caught herself.  She looked at Khin who showed no signs of having heard Shadow.  She shook her head. “Using the automacube is a good idea.  I suppose that would be safer, and we can then follow-up by going through ourselves with the data sticks, get them repaired, and come back when we need to do so.”
 
    
 
   Jerome asked, “Sandie, how long until the blue automacube reaches here?”
 
    
 
   “I have already recalled two of them.  The third is far too distant to make it here in a reasonable amount of time.  It is working to enhance our astronomical facilities,” Sandie answered.  “The soonest…”
 
    
 
   “Still trying to locate exactly where we are in the universe?”  Cammarry interrupted.     
 
    
 
   “Yes, that and taking more precise readings on the planet Zalia as we orbit around it,” Sandie answered.  “EA-270 will remain at that task, unless you think it is required to be recalled here.  One of the others will be passing through an uncharted, but newly opened corridor on the opposite side of the hanger bay,” the AI replied.  “I gained some additional information from my contact with SB Cabta 3F, along with the codes I use masquerading as Machine Maintenance, which showed me an alternative route to Pine 1407.”
 
    
 
   “Is that the hanger bay that exploded?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  All the hanger bays we have encountered on the needle ship so far have begun with the designation, ‘Pine’ followed by numbers.  I have not ascertained what the numbers represent.  The explosion took place at the entry of one end of that location, I am not certain the entire bay was a loss.  Automatic emergency safety procedures functioned and I conjecture that some of the hanger bay may still be functional.  I have been studying each section of the ship as we have explored it, and there are multiple redundancies built in the hanger bays, and external repair stations. I expect Pine 1407 will be no different.  Anywhere where there is designed access to the outside, there are multiple built-in safeties.  Unless they are grossly wrecked, I have no way of knowing if they will function or not until they are activated,” Sandie replied.  “I am still reconstructing the deck plans, the schematics, and the layout of the nonphysicality.”
 
    
 
   “I do not want to just sit around here waiting.  At least that distant automacube has some job to do,” Cammarry said.  “Wait a moment.  If you found a new route to that hanger bay, lead me on, and I will just walk there.”  
 
    
 
   “The route is unexplored, and I am not sure yet if it is passable, by machine, let alone safe for human transit,” Sandie replied.  “The automacube will take readings and report the condition and whether or not human ambulation could take place there safely.”
 
    
 
   “Waiting is hard.  Some have said that all good things come to those who wait, while others have said the one who waits is lost,” Jerome said.  “None of us knows when the next crisis is going happen here, or what unexpected disaster is just around the corner, waiting to increase the terror of our lives.”
 
    
 
   “That is certainly a cheerful thought.  One of your old inspirational idioms?”  Cammarry smiled at him. 
 
    
 
   “Inspiring?  No.  I was trying to say, I agree with you.  I do not want to wait around here any longer than we must.”  Jerome’s eyes twinkled.  
 
    
 
   “So Sandie, how long until the automacube gets here?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Estimated time of arrival for EA-991, twenty-five minutes.  EA-804 will be thirty-seven minutes in transit.  Unless they encounter doors which refuse to open to command,” Sandie answered.  “EA-804 will be traversing the uncharted corridor.  If it is passable, you may be able to ambulate directly there.”
 
    
 
   “Then there is time for me to serve you food,” Khin said eagerly.  “I have a supply of mushrooms, and some dried meats.  I regret that I have no cheeses for you this day.”
 
    
 
   “Somehow I will survive without more of your cheeses,” Cammarry said.  She looked down at her hands and saw that they were thinner than ever.  She had continued to lose weight, since they had escaped from Habitat Alpha.  
 
    
 
   Khin was busy unpacking his food items, and setting them out.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, the food supplies are another reason we really need to go to that biological habitat,” Jerome said.  “We could travel to the Fruit People and Chicken People again, but our long term plans must include finding more stability in our food rations.”
 
    
 
   “I can trade with the other people for you,” Khin stated.  “I have already been doing that.  I can also catch more rats for you to eat.  Good meat there!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry rolled her eyes.  She turned around and took a few steps away, but then returned.  She looked over the meal; some kind of diced vegetation which Khin called mushrooms, the dried meats, and the cups of water.  She inhaled their aromas, and remembered their tastes.  Her stomach rumbled with recollection.  Few things found on the needle ship were appealing as food to her.  She frowned as she gazed over the meals offered.   
 
    
 
   “I certainly wish we had more food rations from Dome 17,” Jerome stated as he too looked at the foods Khin was setting out. 
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed.  “You wish for wizard’s foods, and cannot make them, but you can shake the whole world.  It always is so funny!”
 
    
 
   Kneeling down, Cammarry took the food that Khin offered.  She even wished for the packs with meals in suspended animation that she had found in the ESRC, but those supplies too were exhausted.  “Thank you Khin.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome said nothing, but he squatted down and the three of them ate the foods that Khin had brought.  
 
    
 
   “I have some excellent news!”  Sandie exclaimed through the com-links.  “The blue automacube EA-991 is about to arrive.  It has safely traversed to this location.  EA-804 has been slowed by debris in the corridor near Pine 1407.”
 
    
 
   “Finding debris is good news?”  Cammarry smiled at Jerome.  “What is that old saying you know.  Every silver item has a cloud?”
 
    
 
   Jerome grinned back.  “Not exactly.”
 
    
 
   The doors at the end of the goat room parted, upon Sandie’s command, and the blue automacube rolled in on its six drive wheels.  It was badly dented on one side, and there were three deep scratches across its front, marring the numbers 991 which were in white lettering on the blue of the boxy machine.  
 
    
 
   “Welcome our brave explorer!  EA-991!”  Jerome stated.  “Exploration is actually the essence of the human spirit, and this machine can uncover what we need to learn.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, what preparations do we need to make for its journey?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “None.  I have already instructed it.  I have established the best communication links I can with the machine.  I will be able to monitor it, and send instructions and receive back readings.  The teleportation sending unit is ready to be activated,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   The blue automacube rolled right up to the rectangular frame of the teleportation sending unit.  Jerome and Cammarry had built it from the component parts they had hauled with them after they were made in the Reproduction and Fabrication Center of Habitat Alpha.
 
    
 
   “The cubie blue knows what to do!”  Khin cried out in ecstasy.  His eyes were huge as he watched the automacube roll along.  
 
    
 
   “Can it defend itself at all?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “It is not a security model automacube. Unlike the red automacubes, the blue engineering model has….”  Sandie answered, but was interrupted.
 
    
 
   “Cubie red will make you dead!”  Khin said somberly.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Khin,” Cammarry said.  “Please let Sandie answer.”
 
    
 
   Khin sat down, but kept staring at the automacube.  
 
    
 
   “As I was saying, the engineering automacube had no real armor, and no weapons systems.  It does have some permalloy construction, but other weaker substances, like steal, polymers, carbon fibers, and such comprise a greater share of its composition.”
 
    
 
   “So it basically has limited defenses,” Cammarry stated. “Perhaps a bit more resilient than a human body, but still subject to destructive forces.”
 
    
 
   Jerome patted the automacube on its multi-jointed appendage as it folded that nearly flat to the top of its chassis.  “EA? For now that means exploring adventurer!  You go and discover what is happening, and make it back here to report.  There is a tide in the affairs of men, which leads on to fortune. Admittedly, all the voyage of life is bound in shallows and in mysteries. On such a full sea are we now afloat, and we must take the current when it serves, or lose our adventures.”
 
    
 
   “That makes no sense,”  Cammarry grinned at Jerome.  “More obsolete phrases and quotes.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, you are paraphrasing, and taking liberties with its nomenclature, but it is a nice thought,” Sandie stated with a hint of expectation and excitement in her mechanical voice.  “Cammarry, Jerome, I am ready to send EA-991 upon your command.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, send it through!” Cammarry ordered.  
 
    
 
   “Open an orifice and away it goes!”  Jerome added.
 
    
 
   “Signals confirmed.  System optimal.  Pre-ignition check list is completed.  Orifice will be open for 90 seconds,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   The teleportation sending unit’s grid glowed and shimmered.  A few sparks came up from each corner as the energy field stabilized.  A smell of burnt dust permeated the area.  Hovering just above the grid were two small spheres of energy.  Tiny sparks shot up from the grid to meet the energy spheres.
 
    
 
   “And I get to see this!”  Khin muttered in amazement.  He did not laugh.  He held up his hands to shield his eyes from the light.  “It is so bright!”
 
    
 
   The energy spheres hovered some distance apart over the gird for just a moment.  The hum of the fusion boxes increased.  The glow from the grid and the fusion boxes illuminated all of the goat room.  The two small spheres of light advanced toward each other and began to merge.
 
    
 
   Sandie announced, “Synchronizing completed.  Harmonization of matter transmission established.  Calculations confirmed.  Modulating for expansion.”
 
    
 
   The two spheres of energy swirled around each other just for an instant.  Then they fused into an elongated upright oval.  It quivered for a brief moment then snapped with a pop into an upright rectangular shape about three meters high and two meters wide. A brilliantly white boundary shone from the perimeter of the newly created tunnel in the sky.
 
    
 
   “Orifice established.  Passage to receiving pad patent,” Sandie stated.    
 
    
 
   Looking through the orifice, the apartment back in Habitat Alpha was visible in the light that shined from the distant activated receiving pad.  
 
    
 
   EA-991 rolled up and onto the grid.  It steadily moved into the orifice, and as it did, they could see it also appearing at the end of the tunnel which was the orifice.  For a tiny bit of time it looked disjointed, but then it was visible as it arrived safely at the other end of the teleportation system.  
 
    
 
   The orifice snapped shut, and Sandie stated, “EA-991 is in Habitat Alpha.  I will display readings from its equipment.  May I use your com-link Jerome?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly.”
 
    
 
   A cone of light shot out from Jerome’s com-link and created a three-dimensional display, in about one-sixth scale, showing the apartment in Habitat Alpha from the point of view of the front of the automacube.  The edge of the receiving pad was seen and the sending pad was off to the side a bit.  The crowded furniture was pushed back against the walls.  Scorch marks were along one wall where the seam for the door was located.  The hum of the blue automacube was heard through the images.  
 
    
 
   “EA-991 is in the same condition as it was when it left, teleportation successful.  I am reading breathable atmosphere, acceptable temperature levels, and no toxic substances,” Sandie reported.   
 
    
 
   The display shifted as EA-991 rotated around on its six drive wheels.  The lights it was shining illuminated more of the apartment.  The next wall came into the scene and that wall had a ragged, and gaping hole in it.  The Reproduction and Fabrication facilities were dimly visible in the distance.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, have the automacube approach that hole in the wall,” Cammarry ordered.  “It looks like the apartment is safe enough, but it is no longer hidden.”
 
    
 
   The blue automacube rolled ahead, and then reached the side of the hole.  
 
    
 
   “I will have it use the end of the manipulation arm to peer out.  There is a camera there which I can adjust for visualization,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   The appendage on top of EA-991 folded out and over so the tip extended into the hole from the side.  
 
    
 
   “Oh dear,” Jerome said.  “That is not good.”
 
    
 
   “Cubie red will make you dead!”  Khin cried out and shrank back away from the three dimensional display.  “Even a tiny one is a threat!”
 
    
 
   There, as seen from the point of view of the blue automacube, was a red security automacube parked next to the conveyor belts and complex equipment of the Reproduction and Fabrication Center.  There was a flashing red light on its front corner, but other than that it was just sitting quietly.  
 
    
 
   “Will it come through this?”  Khin said and pointed at the display.
 
    
 
   “No, that is only a picture, an image, it will not come here,” Cammarry stated.  “Sandie, has it perceived the blue automacube?”
 
    
 
   “It is hard to say,” Sandie replied.  “The lights and sounds of the teleportation system would certainly have been perceivable by the red automacube.  However it shows no signs of approach.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps it just sees another automacube,” Jerome suggested.  “When we were there, the blues were freeing the slaves, and the reds were fighting and killing the slaves.  But our enemy’s pursuit was after us.  I wonder what would be the response if a human was there, rather than a machine?”
 
    
 
   “I can run a simulation,” Sandie stated.  “The blue automacube does not have as sophisticated a projection system as your com-links, nonetheless, I can have it project some images which should convince the red automacube that humans are moving about the apartment.”
 
    
 
   “So a test?  Do that and watch for its response?”  Cammarry asked.  “But when we were there before, the blues were helping the slaves, while the reds were killing them.  That red machine might attack the blue one.” 
 
    
 
   “And might give away what the teleporter function is, or at least alert the enemy that something is happening in that location.  Is that wise?  We still have the teleporter system intact, and that would be extremely difficult to replace.  What if the blue moved away from the apartment and then did the simulation in a different location, say near the elevators, or a place like that?”  Jerome bit his knuckle slightly as he pondered what was happening.  “Or just bring the blue back now, but that too might tip our hand revealing the teleportation systems.”
 
    
 
   “Well, have the blue open a different way out of the apartment.  It is located between the reproduction equipment, and, if I recall correctly, that solar mimicry station which maintains the sky tube.  What was the name of that AI in there?”
 
    
 
   “SB Yomaris,”  Sandie answered.  “We may not need to open any other doors, or move EA-991.  I could have the automacube directly link into the nonphysicality via an access port.  I would then seek to interact with the data stick which was repaired.  I have not seen its location.  Contacting it will be my first directive.  Secondarily, I might be able to link to one or more of the Conestoga’s synthetic brains which we worked with before.  If I fail to contact them, then we can consider other options; like running a simulation or opening an additional door.”
 
    
 
   “It is worth a try,”  Cammarry said.  “Waiting will not help.”
 
    
 
   The three-dimensional image magnified and drew close to a section of the wall, just to the side of where it was ripped ad torn open.  An access port was there.  “I will need to use the automacube’s appendage to jack into the access port.  That means we will lose surveillance on the red automacube while I attempt contact.”
 
    
 
   “Imperceptibly and stealth might make all the difference,” Jerome said through clenched teeth.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry saw the sweat on Jerome’s brow, and the fidgeting he did as he spoke. She pondered his emotional reactions to the blue automacube’s mission.
 
    
 
   “Jerome knows how endangered you are here,” Shadow said.  “Sandie is using his com-link, and perhaps is showing him more of the risks.”
 
    
 
   “I get so tired of you,” Cammarry said under her breath. 
 
    
 
   Jerome’s eyebrows rose, and his mouth dropped.  He quietly said, “I am sorry.  It is my using old quotes, right?”
 
    
 
   “No. It is not you, it is….”  Cammarry’s words caught in her throat.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the stress is immense.  Understood,” Jerome finished for her.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry shook her head and looked away from him and back to the view from the apartment.  The displayed image shifted as the blue automacube’s arm moved and then inserted the access cable into the port.  The red machine was no longer visible.  
 
    
 
   Sandie gently sent a conscious tendril into the nonphysicality.  A few brief moments passed quickly while that was searched and assessed.  
 
    
 
   “The data stick is not responding.  I was able to contact SB Yomaris, at the solar mimicry station.  That synthetic brain relates that the small lattice we had repaired while in Alpha has failed.  Yomaris has had no further contact with Joseph Crater, Sherman, or Bodowa, or any other synthetic brain.  SB Yomaris has agreed to assist in an experiment to see the reaction of the red automacube.  I will send Yomaris a signal, and it will play an audio recording of you two, Jerome and Cammarry, from a speaker set above the ruined elevators.  Yomaris is confident the security automacube will interpret the voices as coming from live people, and not be able to discern that the audio voices are a recording.  This will be an excellent demonstration of what response an actual human would illicit from that security automacube.”
 
    
 
   “Interesting idea.  It is approved by me,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “I did not seek your approval.  The operation is already underway,” Sandie replied.  “It is the only reasonable course of action at this juncture.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry exchanged glances, but returned their focus to the transmitted display. The view from the blue automacube shifted back as the cable was retracted and the arm was repositioned slighting into the hole in the wall where the red automacube was visible again.  
 
    
 
   Then came voices from beyond the broken-in doors of Reproduction and Fabrication.  That was at the far side of the visual field.  SB Yomaris was acting upon the message Sandie had ordered, and was playing recorded voices out by the ruined elevators.   
 
    
 
   The recording was loud, and sounded entirely natural, not recorded.  “So how do we address this problem?”  Cammarry’s recorded voice asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure what we can do.  We have very little leverage or ability to effect change,” Jerome’s recorded voice responded.  
 
    
 
   The red automacube sprang into action.  Its engine revved up.  Its wheels churned rapidly.  Its manipulation arm swung into attack position, and the ports of its weapons flared open.   It sped away from its post and headed toward the voices it had perceived.  
 
    
 
   “Wizards!  How are you here, and over there as well?”  Khin asked.  “I know your voices, and I heard you from the other side of that window.”
 
    
 
   “We are still right here, Khin.  Sandie just used recordings of our voices, and had them played over there,” Cammarry explained.  “Just copies of our voices.”
 
    
 
   “Wizard tricks done by spirit-ghosts.”  Khin laughed a bit.  “It did trick that cubie red.  It thinks it will find you two and make you dead.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we know it is patroling for people,” Jerome commented.  
 
    
 
   “Not in a friendly manner, either,” Cammarry agreed.  
 
    
 
   Jerome studied the view that was displayed.  The blue machine moved and extended its arm outward so that the camera was following the movements of the red automacube until it was no longer visible.  The security automacube spun about in the hallway and rolled away.
 
    
 
   Jerome stroked his chin and pondered what he had seen.  He then said, “We must be on guard against aggressive machines, an aggressive menace.  What one person once made as a plowshare, or a cotton-gin, can progress into people making an atomic bomb.  Tools can become tyrants, and that is devastating.”
 
    
 
   “The red automacubes are aggressive, as are those slave traders.  I assume there are more than one of those red ones as well,” Cammarry stated as she tapped her foot.  “I doubt we could easily get into that Reproduction and Fabrication facility and get the data sticks repaired, while it is guarded by those red automacubes.”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI joined the conversation.  “I believe we can benefit from leaving EA-991 at that location.  I can have it jack into the nonphysicality and see if I can uncover some other ways to connect to any systems or synthetic brains, as well do covert searches for the functional data stick.  If we can contact SB Bodowa, it is possible that system will be able to do remote fabrication work for us and perhaps we can clandestinely get equipment made there and shipped here via the teleporter.  The idea of either or both of you traveling to Habitat Alpha now is an extreme risk.”
 
    
 
   “Unless we just go over there with our guns blazing and blast everything in sight,” Cammarry said with a wink to Jerome.  She ran her hand across the holster on her belt.  “Willie gave us these blasters for a reason.”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice was shocked.  “That is a highly risky suggestion.  Diplomacy might be a better option.”
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled at Cammarry’s suggestion.  “I read somewhere that diplomacy is the art of saying 'Nice doggie' until you can find a club.  That town in Alpha is called Wolf City, and I believe the animal called ‘doggie’ and the animal called ‘wolf’ are related.  The problem I see, looking at the damage shown over there, is that the machinery of Reproduction and Fabrication might not even be functional.  We will not know until we try it.  The restored data stick is missing.  So even if we did blast all those reds to shreds, it might be for nothing.  Diplomacy might be a better option in theory, but how practical is it now?  Perhaps finding another Reproduction and Fabrication facility would be easier?”
 
    
 
   “You mean go to a different habitat?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Or searching Alpha for another one,”  Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   “Either option is better than being bored and doing nothing waiting here in isolation.  I am willing to give going to another habitat a chance.  We would have to find a functional shuttle in a working hanger bay.  Sandie how likely is that?  Especially since the explosion earlier?”
 
    
 
   “I do have EA-804 checking the closest known hanger bay.  I am getting some readings from it that are encouraging,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Then we are going there!”  Cammarry exclaimed.  “No more sitting around, or watching some machines doing our work.  We are adventurers, and we will find what we need.  I am packing up all the data sticks we have, and bringing them along.”  
 
    
 
   “So we have our call-to-action.  I have dreamed of seeing that biological habitat in Alpha again, and who knows, the next place we find will probably be even better.  Every journey worth taking begins with a call-to-action and a first step.”  Jerome clasped Cammarry on the shoulder.  “We have a sentinel in Alpha to watch for developments there.  We have our tools and weapons.  We have Sandie giving us tactical information.  Shall we pack up our gear so we can set off for that hanger bay?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry nodded eagerly and turned to get the supplies and pack up her backpack.
 
    
 
   “The information about the hanger bay is encouraging, but is not complete,” Sandie interjected.  “I advise waiting until more is known, before setting out.  There was an explosion there not long ago.”
 
    
 
   “I am not waiting here anymore.  We need to do something, not wait for something to happen to us,” Cammarry stated with firmness in her voice as she packed up.  “Proactive, not reactive.” 
 
    
 
   “A new wizard’s quest!”  Khin laughed and laughed.  “I am so glad to be along with you!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   3 Revisiting a hanger bay
 
    
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome had their backpacks loaded, their weapons in holsters on their belts, and made sure they each had a fusion pack and the medical kit. 
 
    
 
   “I advise you to remain at this location,” Sandie repeated through the com-links.  “The repairs to the hanger bay are not completed.  The full assessment of the damage from the earlier explosion has not been done.”
 
    
 
   “We will help with that.”  Cammarry gave Jerome a huge smile as they crossed the goat room and exited the secure area they had been calling home.  
 
    
 
   Khin followed behind them making small giggling noises.  “Another quest for me with my wizard friends.”  He had all his supplies in his pouches.  He had collected every parcel of the food that was left over from the hasty meal.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, which direction is the best for getting there?”  Jerome asked as the doors to the goat room shut behind them.  
 
    
 
   “There is not really a best route,” Sandie the AI replied.  “I can have you back-trace the route which EA-991 used, but it came from a somewhat different location.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, please help us,” Cammarry stated.  “I know you are against this, but we are doing it.  We need your help.”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” Sandie’s voice carried reluctance.  Then a wall section rotated around and exposed a hallway which neither Jerome nor Cammarry had seen before.  It was covered by the same growth medium that so much of the needle ship had on its horizontal surfaces, and it had the dim lighting they recognized as typical.  “This passage was uncovered shortly after you returned from the mission to Alpha.  The vacuum flooded corridor was reachable from the third door ahead on your left.  It is a pressure door and is now sealed by an emergency barrier.  Because of the explosion, that route is not available, and repairs to it will not be happening anytime soon due to the loss of the automacubes.”
 
    
 
   “How do we get around it?”  Jerome asked.  “Destiny is no matter of chance. It is a matter of choice. It is not a thing to be waited for, it is a thing to be achieved.  Just show us the way.”
 
    
 
   “I have conjectured a pathway, but there are two unknown areas, between here and the hanger bay. I cannot scan them via the nonphysicality.  I could have EA-804 stop its survey of the hanger bay and investigate those unknown areas,” Sandie suggested.  
 
    
 
   “We are the adventurers, and we will investigate,” Cammarry said.  “I want to be the first to see it.”
 
    
 
   Jerome winked at Cammarry.  “Besides, we need that automacube to get the hanger bay ready, and check all that out for us.”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” Sandie replied.  “The fourth door down opens to a ladder.  Take that up two decks, and you will emerge at a causeway.  I will direct you from there to where the unknown area begins.”
 
    
 
   They found and climbed the ladder up the two decks.  They had to utilize the fusion pack’s light in the shaft of the ladder, but Khin chided them for their dependence on wizard light.
 
    
 
   The causeway’s floor was coated with the growth medium and the pale green fungi plants.  There was a small stream of water which was dribbling down from a duct high in a side wall, and flowing along the middle of the causeway paralleling its course.  Khin stopped, squatted, and lifted a palm of water to take a sip. “This is good water.  But the smell here reminds me of the Burning Netherworld.”
 
    
 
   Jerome sniffed the air, but did not notice anything other than the typical odors of the Conestoga.  “It is warmer here than other places.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, Jerome?  Please follow the causeway to your right.  Eighty-three meters ahead is a pressure door.  That is the place where the unknown and uncharted area begins,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   “Your spirit-ghost does not know everything?”  Khin chuckled.  
 
    
 
   “None of us knows everything,” Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   “You need not know everything to take action.”  Cammarry patted Khin on the shoulder.  “Sometimes you must just plow ahead and do something.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed even more and began walking in the direction Sandie had indicated.  “Spirit-ghosts and wizards, I am not sure what to do.”
 
    
 
   “Khin, you have spoken about the Burning Netherworld before.  What is that place?”  Cammarry asked as she walked along.  She half expected Shadow to make a comment, but she heard nothing from that source.
 
    
 
   “You already know,” Khin replied with a chuckle.  He then turned back and looked at Cammarry’s face.  “Oh, you do want an answer.  You are testing me again I see.  The Burning Netherworld is many levels down.  You must go down many stairs to get there.  It is darker than here.  It is hot.  The air is bad, foul.  Water is around, but it is foul too.  The rats are small but plentiful.”
 
    
 
   “So who owns the Burning Netherworld?  The Fruit People, or the Chicken People, or the Goat People?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and slapped his stomach.  “How can anyone own the Burning Netherworld?  Few ever go there, and even less make a home there.  I have heard wizards lived there once.  Do you know of them?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Cammarry replied.  
 
    
 
   They saw a few insects flying around in the dim light, and once a rat peered up from where it was drinking at the small flow of water.  It darted away and disappeared somewhere.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  We have reached that pressure door you spoke about.  It is just ahead of us.  You have no information on what is beyond it?  Can we just go around?  The causeway continues past that pressure door.”  Jerome stood before it and looked it over.  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “The causeway leads perpendicular to the hanger bay from this point onward.  I have tried numerous times to find a method of assessment of that unknown area, but have been unsuccessful.  I conjecture that it makes a connection between here and an area at the top section of the hanger bay, but that is only a conjecture, and the basis for it is limited information.  A connection fits in the available space, but the area remains unknown.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry slipped off her backpack and unpacked the fusion pack, and the molecular torch.  “There is a color control panel here, but it is glowing only weakly.  There must be some power in the door, but I am not sure it will allow me to input a code.  Shall we can cut open the door and find out what is here?”
 
    
 
   “We can always do that in a moment,” Jerome stated.  “Other people’s scars are caution signs for us.  Sandie?  We are a distance away from where that explosion took place, correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  There are at least three bulkheads between this location and where the explosion took place.  Additionally, from what I can assess, which is admittedly limited, this area is unchanged due to the explosion. I have detected no appreciable differences comparing what I knew of this are prior to the explosion and what I know since the subsequent incident and the following decompressions which took place.  The parameters of the unknown area have not changed since the explosion incident.  I know no more, nor any less about this area than I did before the explosion.  I am sorry if that is not very useful information.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry raised the cutting torch as if to begin whacking away at the door.  “What is the worst that can happen?  It explodes!”
 
    
 
   Khin’s eyes grew very wide.  
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled and held out a restraining hand to Cammarry.  “Hold that thought.  None of us want an explosion.  I will try jacking in here and see if Sandie can learn more.  We can cut it open later if we need to.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry frowned a bit, but it was mockingly.  Her eyes twinkled.  “Well, I guess you are right.  It does feel good to be on an adventure with you again.  Just sitting around was increasing the stress to my life.”
 
    
 
   Jerome had to scrape some of the muck off the wall around the access port.  He then inserted the cable.  
 
    
 
   “Processing,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie will not tell you the truth,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  “You are in danger here.”
 
    
 
   “I trust Sandie!”  Cammarry barked out. 
 
    
 
   “We both do,” Jerome replied.  “That is why we are working all these repairs.  Sandie is essential for our repairing of the Conestoga, so of course we trust Sandie!”  
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system Sandie responded, “Thank you for your trust.  This access port is sequestered away from the rest of the nonphysicality.  I can use it to open this door.”
 
    
 
   “Do it,” Cammarry said, and put the torch down.  “If it is safe.”  
 
    
 
   “It is reasonably safe, but the room behind it is small, only three meters square.  There is a second pressure door inside that small room,” Sandie announced.  
 
    
 
   The door slid to the side.  The room beyond was dark, lit only by the light which came from the now open doorway.  Jerome switched on the fusion pack light.
 
    
 
   “Well that was anticlimactic,” Cammarry said.  “No huge explosions or fire or anything exciting.”
 
    
 
   “It was also much less than I was expecting,” Khin said with a giggle.  “The spirit-ghost spoke like it was a big mystery, and some unknown thing.  It is just an empty room.”
 
    
 
   “Not a room, but a portal of some kind.  Look at the wall,” Jerome pointed as the beam of light shined on the other pressure door. The door had dull, but reflective white letters stenciled on it: ‘Warning: Oblique Gravity Manipulation Adjustment this Point’. 
 
    
 
   “I cannot read that,” Khin said.  “I have not seen those symbols before.  This place also has no plants, no water, and no light.  It is a dead zone.”
 
    
 
   “More things to repair.  Remember, earlier, I told you I thought it felt like gravity shifted.  I thought it was a dream or something.  It might have been that….”  Cammarry tried to speak about Shadow again, but her throat tightened and she stopped herself.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?” Jerome stepped to her side.  “Is it your breathing again?  Let me run the diagnostics from the medical kit on you.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry blew out a long stream of air, slowly through pursed lips.  Then she could breathe again.  “No need.  It was just some stale air or dust.  That inscription indicates….”  She took another deep breath.  “Or seems to indicate, that gravity manipulation is altered here.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked long and hard at Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “What?  I am fine.  Just had something caught in my throat. Sandie see what you can learn here.”
 
    
 
   “Next time you have some of that gasping, I will connect you to the medical kit whether you want me to or not.”  Jerome reached back and pulled the com-link cable from the other access port.  He stepped up to the second door, located the access port and inserted it.  It was clean and clear around this port.
 
    
 
   Sandie sent a tendril to probe the nonphysicality.  “There is a safe atmosphere beyond, safe temperature, although warmer than here at 34.2 degrees.  Power is present, but levels are unknown.  Deck plan is unknown.  I conjecture it is safe to open this pressure door, however, the facts I have are limited.”
 
    
 
   “What about animals or people back there?”  Jerome asked.  He was thinking of the chickens which had viciously peck at his legs previously, and the goats which had a habit of rushing at him and butting with their horns.  He also recalled the larger animals, predator types, which he had seen in Alpha around Wolf City.
 
    
 
   “The information is limited.  I have reported all I can tell you.” Sandie replied.
 
    
 
   “So there is still a mystery!  Maybe the excitement will continue!”  Khin laughed and laughed.  “No animals will hurt you.  Cavies hurt no one.  The rats can bite, but when they bite then you can catch them.  More good meat that way.  Goats, no worries, and the chickens, well, I hear they are fast and run away.  So what animal can hurt you?  Bugs?”  Khin chortled on his last comment.  “A wizard afraid of bugs?”
 
    
 
   “Those birds are not really chickens,”  Cammarry stated.  She then did not finish as she was unsure how to explain to Khin that the birds he had known his whole life as chickens were in fact dodos.  “Well open it up!”
 
    
 
   “Please place a fusion pack connection into the access port,” Sandie stated.  “Then when the color control pad illuminates, depress this sequence: blue, green, green, white, blue, yellow.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s mind raced.  She remembered that sequence, blue, green, green, white, blue, yellow. Cammarry trembled a bit and rubbed her arm where she had been injured.  In her mind’s eye she saw the ESRC where the injury had happened.    
 
    
 
   Jerome connected the fusion pack, and followed the instructions.  The color control pad lit up, glowing brightly.  He then entered the proper sequence and the pressure door slid part way open.  Then came a negative function sound.  
 
    
 
   “Still more to be repaired.  We have a huge task ahead of us.”  He peered around the door which was two-thirds open. There was diffuse light, different from the dim light which was typical in the corridors, illuminating a sphere about ten meters in diameter.  It was a dull white color with silver rails in a multitude of places, and gray accents.  The doorway he was standing at was just one of many pressure doors located at various places around all the sphere.  The doors were arranged in a haphazard manner, some directly overhead, some below, some at angles, and others upside down, but none on the same plane or in the same orientation as where Jerome stood.  Many of the doors were partially open, but revealed only bare permalloy beyond.
 
    
 
   Cammarry peeked around him and gazed at the closest of the other others.  ‘Beware:  Altered Vector of Gravity’ was flashing weakly on that door in red letters.  “What is that all about?”  Cammarry stated as she pushed past Jerome and entered the sphere.  As soon she reached through the doorway, she understood.  
 
    
 
   She floated along in the same direction that she had been heading, only, there was no downward pull of gravity.  The gravity manipulation was not working.
 
    
 
   “Wow!”  Cammarry exclaimed as she realized there was no longer an up or down or any factors to orient her position.  Her weight was gone, but her mass remained.  She reached for a handrail, but missed and that sent her into a spin.  
 
    
 
   “Zero gravity?”  Jerome asked.  “Or have you learned levitation when I was not watching?  Many ancient religions claim their yogis, shamans, teachers, or enlightened masters could levitate.  Are you now an enlightened master as well as a wizard?”  Jerome winked at Khin.  
 
    
 
   “Not at all funny,” Cammarry called back with a smile as she countered her rotation as best she could.  Her body was slowed it into a weak tumble.  “I will grab the wall in a moment and hang on.”
 
    
 
   Khin stuck his head around Jerome.  “May I fly too?”
 
    
 
   “It is not really flying,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   “Come on in Khin!”  Cammarry called out.  “It will give you something to really laugh about.”
 
    
 
   Khin threw himself into the sphere.  His body shot forward, and his arms and legs flailed about.  His laughing was louder than they had ever heard.  “I am flying like an insect, or like a wizard!”  
 
    
 
   Jerome carefully pulled himself into the sphere, and held on to the closest handrail.  He pulled the cable out from the access port.  As he completely entered the sphere, the pressure door jerked closed.  A red light flashed in it saying, ‘Beware:  Altered Vector of Gravity’.  As he looked about the sphere, each door that was closed had that same warning flashing on it in red.  The open doors had no such red lights.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Do you see any controls or displays?”  Cammarry called from the opposite side of the sphere.  She had reached a handrail and had restrained her floating.  She was at about a thirty degree angle to the way Jerome was oriented.  
 
    
 
   “I do not,” Jerome called back.  He had to raise his voice over the giggles and chuckles of Khin who had roughly bumped into the side of the sphere and then kicked off with his legs and was zipping across the open space.
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Any idea what this place is?”  Cammarry asked as she examined the door nearest her.  It was open about a quarter of the way, but all that showed behind it was bare permalloy.
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system Sandie replied, “I conjecture that this structure is a junction where people can traverse from one gravity manipulation zone to another.  The room has the ability to spin, and I believe it aligns up with hallways, rooms, or corridors where gravity is used in a different direction.”
 
    
 
   “But the doors that are open, just have permalloy showing behind them,” Cammarry observed.  
 
    
 
   “Except for the doors that are closed, and they have the red warning message,” Jerome called back.  “Just like the place where we entered.”  He took out his molecular torch and fired it up.
 
    
 
   “Are you cutting our way out?  Do we need to go back?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “No!”  Khin called as he tucked his head between his legs and rolled over and over as he passed from side to side.  “This is too much fun!”
 
    
 
   “I am not cutting or destroying anything,” Jerome said. “I am marking this door so we know which one we came through.  I cannot tell the others apart, can you?”
 
    
 
   “I have been recording our passage,” Sandie replied.  “I can tell the difference and I know the way.”
 
    
 
   “But we have lost contact with you before,” Jerome said.  “I hope that never happens again, but I will just mark this so if we ever wonder, it will tell us.”
 
    
 
   “You want to read it!”  Khin called as he laughed some more.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is true!”  Jerome answered.  
 
    
 
   Khin struck the wall hard, and his laughing quit for a moment.  His body bounced back toward the center of the sphere.  “The walls are hard.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry used her hands to maneuver over to a door that had the red warning illuminated on it.  “I assume since the warning is on this door, there is probably some passageway behind it.”  She felt all around it and slipped her fingers into a small slot by the edge of the door.  A panel flipped open and a ten centimeter by fifteen centime rectangular display screen was revealed.  She pressed her fingers against the screen.  
 
    
 
   ‘Access granted’ scrolled across the screen.  
 
    
 
   “Found something here!”  Cammarry called.  
 
    
 
   The display screen shifted and text was revealed.  ‘This Gravity Alteration Gimbaled Sphere has malfunctioned.  Please make a timely report to Machine Maintenance.  Service is required to restore function.  Serious injury or death may occur from falls due to unexpected changes in gravity manipulation.’  Cammarry read it to herself and then called out to Khin and Jerome and reread it to them.  “Khin, grab a handrail and hold on.  I do not want you to come crashing down and break your silly neck!”
 
    
 
   “I hear you Wizard Cammarry!  I will hold tightly.”  He was just reaching a handrail as he said that.  “I know falling can hurt.  But how can one fall when there is no pull?”
 
    
 
   “The pull might come back on suddenly!”  Cammarry called back.
 
    
 
   Khin shut his mouth, and his smile shrank, but his eyes still twinkled.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked around the display screen, and found two small knobs which popped up when she pressed them.  “Sandie, I see no access ports, do you?”
 
    
 
   “None inside this sphere.”
 
    
 
   “Then I will see if these controls can open this door.  Are we headed in the right direction to get to the hanger bay?”  
 
    
 
   “Potentially, yes.  That door, oblique though it is, is roughly in the same direction as the hanger bay.  It is still within the unknown area of my deck plans,” Sandie answered.  “I cannot tell you what is beyond that door.  I have no way to assess it.”
 
    
 
   “I think it will open to a safe place, because of the warning lights,” Cammarry said as she bit her lower lip.  In her mind she called out, ‘Come on Shadow!  Now is the time for you to help me out here!’
 
    
 
   There was no response from Shadow.
 
    
 
   “I agree with you,” Jerome said and floated gently across the sphere to join her.  He was quite nimble in the zero gravity.  He grabbed the handrail and braced himself.    
 
    
 
   “I am ready!”  Khin called out as he held on tightly to a hand rail with both hands, and had a foot hooked into another railing.  
 
    
 
   “I am turning the first control.”  As it turned it clicked.  
 
    
 
   There was a small shudder which ran through the sphere.  That was followed by a negative function sound.
 
    
 
   “I do not think any of the lights changed,” Jerome said as he watched all the other doors.  “Nothing opened or closed either.”
 
    
 
   “I will try again.”  Cammarry clicked the knob into another position.  There was no response.  She repeated that, turning the switch in the same direction until it would no longer turn that way.  Still nothing happened.  “I have turned it twenty two times, all the same way.  I wonder if between these two knobs it is some kind of combination lock?”
 
    
 
   “That would be a wide variety of possible combinations,” Jerome asked.  “This is different than the color control pads which have nine squares and countless combinations.”
 
    
 
   “Actually, the number of combination potentials is not countless, I can calculate the exact number of potentials if you desire.  However, I do not think you are looking for a precise number, but instead are making the point that there are a great many possibilities,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   “I will leave this one at the extreme end of its turn, and try the other knob.  It might just open the door with the first turn,” Cammarry looked at Jerome and then unexpectedly kissed him on the cheek.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you!”  Jerome said. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry clicked the knob one click.  There was a lurch as the whole sphere rocked and bucked a bit.  There was a ripping and grinding noise, but then the negative function sound came on.  
 
    
 
   “Well, maybe not the first click.”  Cammarry moved the knob again, and the display screen shifted to a green color with white lettering.  ‘Door to slideway RE334 opening.  Beware of changed gravity vectors.’
 
    
 
   The warning message on the door next them vanished.  Then it slid into a pocket, revealing a long narrow passageway.  It was circular with concentric rings every few meters.  The pressure door had been rectangular, but they could not tell which way was up or down, except for the orientation of the warning letters which had disappeared.  
 
    
 
   “Is there gravity inside?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I know a sophisticated way to find out,” Jerome replied.  He spat a large glob of spit right into the doorway.  It floated on a flat and straight trajectory until it passed through the doorway.  Then it took a sudden dive to the right at a steep angle.  
 
    
 
   “Now we know where down is,” Jerome said.  “At least inside that passage.  Shall I go first?”
 
    
 
   “I am coming too!”  Khin called out.  “Can I let go?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, if you are careful and float over here.  Beyond the door you will be pulled down like Jerome’s spit.”
 
    
 
   Jerome used a handrail and swung himself into the passageway.  He agilely made the movement from no gravity to a gravity pull smoothly and effortlessly.  He stood and turned around.  “Feels like normal levels of gravity manipulation.  And look, it is not too far off the orientation of the door we entered.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked back and sure enough, the door that Jerome had marked was nearly parallel to the vector for the gravity in the newly revealed shaft.  Khin stopped by the doorway and looked at Cammarry.  “This place was so fun.  Thank you!”  He then tried to kiss her on the cheek, but she pulled away.  “I guess only wizards can kiss each other.”  His laugh echoed in the sphere as he stepped through.  He stumbled a bit as the gravity forces took hold on him, but he recovered.  He looked to Jerome.
 
    
 
   “You cannot kiss me either,” Jerome chuckled.  
 
    
 
   “My mother says, ‘Happiness is like a kiss. Refuse it and you miss,’ but what does my mother know?”  Khin said.  “My mother is not a wizard. Your ways are different.”
 
    
 
   “I am sure your mother is a fine person,” Jerome said.  “But I doubt I would kiss her either.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed very vigorously at that.  “My father would have something o say about that.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry left the panel open and the knobs in the same position.  “If we come back this way, maybe this door will remain open?  The open panel can serve as a marker for us.”  
 
    
 
   “I do have the sequence recorded, and I can always assist you,” Sandie said.  “This shaft was not on my deck plans until now, but I conjecture it will reach close to the position of the hanger bay, but perhaps several decks above it.  The gravity manipulation that is in place here, does affirm my suspicions that the entire needle ship has the same gravity manipulation orientation.  When I compare the vectors here to those prior to entering that Gravity Manipulation Gimbaled Sphere, there is only a 1.07% deviation.”
 
    
 
   “When the Colony Ship Conestoga was all together, with the needle ship connected to and hosting the eight biological habitats, and before they encountered the Cosmic Crinkle, do you think they used different vectors for gravity manipulation?”  Jerome asked.  “That would seem to maximize the space and make the ship more efficient.”
 
    
 
   “That is a solidly supported conjecture.  Well done and conceived!”  Sandie replied.  “We discovered that gravity on the planet Zalia is far greater than on the Conestoga, and the Habitat Alpha technology was countering that pull to establish near Earth normal gravity levels.  I think it is very likely that gravity manipulation was used more extensively when the ship was operational, than it is now.”
 
    
 
   “There are no plants here,” Khin said as he squatted down.  “Cold, hard floor.  No food.  No rats.  No water.  This might not be a good place.”
 
    
 
   “We are just passing through,” Jerome reminded him.  “We are on a quest, right?”
 
    
 
   Khin nodded eagerly.  
 
    
 
   “It was called a slideway, and I am not sure why.  Sandie, have you deciphered the nomenclature of how passageways on the Conestoga are named?”
 
    
 
   “No Cammarry.  I have not been able to untangle that puzzle.  There does not seem to be a standard, although, I assume there was a method to the builders’ labeling of places.”
 
    
 
   They walked onward and reached the end of the slideway.  There they found a bulkhead door which was open and had been welded in place.  The welds were crude, but efficient.  
 
    
 
   “Someone wanted this place to stay open,” Jerome said as he looked at the ruined bulkhead door. “That is one type of repair, but I would prefer if we could get things more functional, not just fuse doors in place.” 
 
    
 
   “Eureka!”  Sandie suddenly exclaimed as they passed through the bulkhead door frame.  “EA-804 has just picked you up on audio relays.  I know where you are, and it is not far from the hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   “This is a good thing?”  Khin asked.  “Your spirit-ghost is very excited.”
 
    
 
   Jerome threw his arm around Khin and hugged him.  “Yes, it is a good thing.  We are no longer in an unknown part of the ship.”
 
    
 
   The room beyond the bulkhead door was littered with broken chairs, desks, and tables, none of which were intact.  It was a large square room, and the far side had growth medium on the floor extending part way out.  The plants were clinging to everywhere that the growth medium had landed.  Looking up, Jerome saw that some of the ventilation ducts were open. Those were the ones at the end of the room where the growth medium was located, and water was dripping down from one of those ducts.  It was obvious the growth medium had spewed forth from those open ducts, but had not from the still shut ones, as the ventilation ducts were closed on the other sections of the room.  Hence, there was no growth medium, plants, or other life in those sections of the room.    
 
    
 
   “We are getting back to normal places in the world,” Khin said as he rushed ahead and knelt down to touch the plant life.  “This is a better place.”
 
    
 
   “We will need to descend two levels to reach the hanger bay,” Sandie announced.  “There is a set of elevators directly ahead.”
 
    
 
   As they walked across the room, Khin began to sniff and turned his head from side to side.  He followed his nose to a far corner of the room.  
 
    
 
   “Do you smell something?”  Cammarry asked nonchalantly.  
 
    
 
   “Perhaps to Khin, everything in this ship has a distinct odor,” Jerome stated.  “By what name is something called?  That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.”
 
    
 
   “I wonder if any of those flowers we saw in Habitat Alpha, along that river, were roses?”  Cammarry asked. “A rose was a kind of flower, correct?”
 
    
 
   “The rose was a flowering perennial within the genus Rosa, of the family Rosaceae.  Historical records show that there were over one-hundred species and thousands of unique cultivars within the broad definition of rose.  Yes, the rose was a flower which was manipulated by selective breeding,” Sandie replied.  “The rose, primarily remembered for its aesthetic beauty and aroma also had uses as a supplement to foods, and for some medical uses.”   
 
    
 
   “Those flowers were so pretty,” Jerome said and wistfully looked at the ceiling.  
 
    
 
   Khin did join in the conversation about flowers, but kept sniffing and moving through the broken furniture.  He stepping over the rubble on the floor, and cautiously made his way onto the plant covered area. He approached the sidewall where a passage door was located.  The door was partially open, but only a small amount.   
 
    
 
   Khin’s body was taunt as he reached for the door.  He took another deep inhalation, and then pushed the door to the side.  It slid smoothly and easily along.  
 
    
 
   “A monster lives around here,” Khin said as he looked inside what had once been a storage closet.
 
    
 
   “Bodies?”  Jerome exclaimed as he looked over.
 
    
 
   Cammarry drew out her Willie Blaster and aimed it at the closet.  Hanging inside the closet were at least three goats and two of the dodo chickens.  They were all tied by their necks, and had slash marks across their bodies.  The feathers on the dodo chickens were very ragged.  The fur on the goats violently shredded.    
 
    
 
   “A monster must live here,” Khin said.  
 
    
 
   “Are those animals being prepared to eat?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “No,” Khin said in dead seriousness.  “An animal is hung head down for the blood to drain out.  Blood is caught in a pail, and used.  Then the skins are carefully removed and the inner parts collected, so as to get to the meat. ‘Use all the carcasses of the dead.  Always remember what I said.’  This is torture of the animals, not using them.”  Khin pulled the small knife from his belt.  He poked the nearest corpse.  “See, this one has hung far too long.  Bloated, ruined, tortured.  It is all wasted.  That goat’s life was taken in vain.  A monster did this, not a person.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry scanned the area with her eyes, but could see no tracks, no signs of anyone else.  “A Goat Person?”
 
    
 
   Khin snorted.  “An insane monster.  No person did this.  There is danger here.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked a bit closer.  “Perhaps someone just slaughters animals in a different way?”  
 
    
 
   “My father says, ‘there are three ways to do things, the right way, the wrong way, and the monster way.’  Father is right.  This way is a monster way.  It is bad for everyone.”  Khin squatted down and put his nose nearly to the floor just above the mushrooms.  He took many small sniffs.  “The monster has done this to people too.  Murdered people, not just goats and chickens.  I smell no rats.”
 
    
 
   “People?” Cammarry said.  Her weapon was still drawn.  “You can smell that?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, and there are bones from people behind the animals,” Khin said.  “I must burn this place.”
 
    
 
   “Burn it?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is the only way to be sure.  ‘Find a monster lair, burn out every hair.’  It is the only way.”  Khin began to look closely at the door frame and the walls.  “Yes, I can do it in here.”
 
    
 
   “You are going to start a fire in there?”  Jerome asked.  “What is to stop it from spreading?”
 
    
 
   “Fire always stops itself.  If you do not want to help, I understand.  I will resign from the wizard’s quest to do this.  Forgive me, but I must.  No monster can be ignored.”  Khin used his small knife to make a slit along a section of the wall fixtures.  
 
    
 
   Jerome backed up, and Cammarry holstered her weapon.  
 
    
 
   “A conflagration is not a good idea,” Sandie stated.  “Fire poses many dangers.  The composition of the broken furniture is partially combustible, unlike much of the core construction of the Conestoga. However, that added to the debris and trash around does pose a threat.  Allowing Khin to start a fire is dangerous.”
 
    
 
   Khin pulled the door quickly shut, and leaped away.  
 
    
 
   “Now watch.  Stay away from door!” Khin said.
 
    
 
   Pouuuuf!
 
    
 
   A blast of heat radiated out from the closed door to the closet.  
 
    
 
   Several sirens started whooping, and a white foam sprayed down from previously hidden nozzles in the ceiling.  The door was covered with a layer of the fire retardant and suppression materials.  
 
    
 
   “Job is done!”  Khin said.  He smiled and turned to Cammarry and Jerome.  “Fire burns and fire stops, but monster’s lair is gone.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry and Jerome?  What Khin did surprised me.  That closet registered just over 1000 degrees before the countermeasures were deployed,” Sandie stated.  “The systems responded, and that room is now sealed, but it is still very hot inside.  I conjecture it is over 500 degrees inside there.”
 
    
 
   “That will sterilize, incinerate, or cremate those bodies entirely, right?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  The substance deployed as a countermeasure is also a variation on liquefied permalloy which has sealed and restricted the room,” Sandie replied.  “It has entombed that room completely.  The heat will continue for some time, but poses no threat of spreading.”
 
    
 
   “So nothing short of a molecular torch can open that up, even if we wanted to do that,” Cammarry said.  She looked in wonder at Khin.  “How did you do that?”
 
    
 
   “Setting a fire is easy, if there are the right things in the wall fixtures.  Not every room can start a fire, but you know that.  You are wizards!”  Khin laughed.  “Now we can go on with your quest to this hanger bay place.”
 
    
 
   “But I do not understand,”  Jerome said and spread his arms.  “He is just a primitive Goat Person.”  Jerome’s eyes were wide as he looked at Cammarry
 
    
 
   “He grew up on the Conestoga, and he know things,” Cammarry said.  “Khin tell us more about the monsters.”
 
    
 
   “You already know,” Khin replied and just laughed and laughed.  “No more tests.”      
 
    
 
   “Are they people who are violently dangerous?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Khin just smiled and shook his head in a noncommittal manner.  
 
    
 
   “Well, the elevators are along this wall?  Is that right Sandie?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked carefully for any sign of them.  She spotted a small glow of blue under some of the muck which had built up as water and the growth medium had spilled from the ducts overhead at the top of the wall.  Water still oozed down that wall, pooled on the floor, and was also slurping down a drain making a gurgling noise. She scraped away that stuff and revealed a hand shaped symbol glowing in blue.  She placed her own hand against it.  
 
    
 
   The elevator door shuddered open.  As they parted, they pulled away chunks of muck from the walls which crumbled down to the floor.  Inside it was clean and well lit.  
 
    
 
   Khin followed as Cammarry and Jerome entered.  Jerome asked again, “Khin, we need to know what you know about starting that fire, and about what you call monsters.”
 
    
 
   “You are wizards.  You already know, and I am tired of the tests,” Khin still smiled, but would say no more except, “I am back with you on the quest.”
 
    
 
   “Well, hopefully there will not be any more monsters,” Jerome said.  “Sandie, what has that automacube found in the hanger bay?  Are repairs possible?”
 
    
 
   “Cubie blue knows what to do!”  Khin said.  
 
    
 
   “Look at this,” Cammarry said as she gazed over the column of buttons along the inside of the elevator.  In a scrawling bit of graffiti there was written, ‘Hayward MacDonald 4 kilometers sternward.’
 
    
 
   “I have seen that message before,” Sandie stated.  “I am not sure what it means.”
 
    
 
   “Khin, do you know a Hayward MacDonald?”  Jerome asked.  His voice carried more respect for Khin now.  
 
    
 
   “I know of the Heroic Thirteen.  May they forever be remembered and honored:  Bria Esther, Elizabeth Anne, Kyra Grace, Makayla Lynn, Ethan Clark, Jaylie Joy, Abby Marie, Kristian Julene, Jovan Jae, Anna Shane, Braedon Joseph, Calissa Mia, and Jacob Alan,”  Khin recited.  “I do not know a Hayward MacDonald, but sometimes sternward is used by the Old One as a direction.  Goat People, then Fruit People, and sternward are the Chicken People.”
 
    
 
   “So where do the monsters live?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Khin hooted and chuckled, but did not respond.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, what level do we select for the hanger bay.  All the buttons on the column are illuminated.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, please press the third button up from the bottom.  That should open to the deck level near where EA-804 is doing repairs.”
 
    
 
   The elevator descended smoothly and without incident after the button was pressed.  The doors slid open, and a dimly lit hallway was before them.  Here the fungi growth was thick, and the musty air was heavy.  On the wall was a sign which was nearly obscured by the growth and moss.  It had a pointer and ‘Pine 1407’ in light green lettering.  
 
    
 
   “That is the hanger bay, our destination, but what of the explosion?”  Jerome asked as they followed the hallway along.  
 
    
 
   “Repairs are underway, and EA-804 has discovered several shuttle craft,” Sandie announced.  “An assessment of the shuttles is underway.”
 
    
 
   “Hopefully without Carter the Kidnapper, so we can independently seek out another Reproduction and Fabrication facility.”  Cammarry patted the backpack where she was carrying the data sticks and their readers.  
 
    
 
   “It is never that easy,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  “It is never that easy.” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry wanted to yell a response, but she knew neither Jerome nor Khin had heard Shadow’s cautionary words.  She wonder what Shadow meant.  She bit her lip, and smacked her thigh with her palm as she walked along the hallway toward the hanger bay.
 
    
 
    
 
   4 controlled descent
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The hallway ended where a permalloy door was locked and sealed into place.  It had diagonal stripes of teal color. Large letters were across it stating ‘EMERGENCY COMPARTENTALIZING’ in vivid yellow with red borders.  The door abruptly cut off the flow of the hallway, and the crushed fungi, splattered growth medium, and splashed water all bore evidence to the sudden impact that door’s closing had done.  Jerome looked up and could see where it had dropped from the ceiling.  The permalloy of that door was in bands about palm wide that overlapped and locked into both each other, and the side walls, and floor.
 
    
 
   “Impressive,” Jerome said.  “That door looks to be air tight, water tight, and pressurized inside of itself.  I bet that made an immense noise when it crashed into place.  It is not some mere drapery or aesthetic arrangement.” 
 
    
 
   “But did it save the hanger bay, along with the other doors like it?”  Cammarry asked.  “Sandie, you said there was a way to get to the hanger bay.  Do we cut through this door?  That will take a massive amount of work.  It has interlocking sections, bands of permalloy, and I am not even sure a molecular torch will cut through it on a single pass.”
 
    
 
   “EA-804 has confirmed that two of the three stalls of Pine 1407 were saved.  As to the curtain, there is no need to attempt cutting through that.  Those emergency compartmentalizing curtains are actually tougher than the walls, ceilings, and decks around them.  I was unaware they even existed until they were deployed after the explosion.  I can show you a schematic of their construction if you desire,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   “So if we do not go through this,” Jerome tapped it, “then where do we go?”
 
    
 
   “Do you see the interior door marked, ‘Air Filtration 27B’?  Enter there and you will need to progress through that area to enter the hanger bay.  The route will take you to the lowest level and will involve some climbing down for you three.  EA-804 has already blazed a trail through there for you.”
 
    
 
   Jerome opened the door and they walked inside.  They had entered at the top of a three terraced chamber.  As soon as Khin entered, the door slid shut behind him, and a deep mechanical rumble started up.  Directly across from the entry door were two large fans set into the wall.  Their multiple blades were turning moderately and increasing in speed.  The motor noises were coming from them, and those fans were sucking air away from where the three people stood.  Jerome looked around.  There was no sign of plants or growth medium.  The walls, and decking were a drab greenish taupe colored.  Each terrace was about ten meters wide but only covered one portion of the chamber.  
 
    
 
   “So here we see ventilation systems that are still moving air, instead of funneling water or growth medium.”  Jerome stroked his chin as he looked at the fans.  “I am still impressed by how they got the ducts to use water and growth medium in a self-sustaining cycle.”  Shrugging his shoulders, he said,  “I guess we proceed down to the lowest level, but where are the stairs or ladders?” 
 
    
 
   “We can climb down along the sidewall.  It is only about a two meter drop down,” Cammarry stated as she looked over the edge of the terrace.  “Hand holds and toe holds will work for climbing.”
 
    
 
   “Can you make it so we can fly again?”  Khin asked.  “Then we could just float down there.  This place would be fun to fly in!”
 
    
 
   “Khin, we did not make that other place be like that.  It was broken,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “But it was fun.”  Khin looked over the terrace.  “This place is too clean for me, but I too can climb down, if that is what the quest requires.”
 
    
 
   A few minutes of climbing and they had reached the bottom of Air Filtration 27B.  By that time, the fans on the upper level were humming at a high pitch and the air was blowing briskly from the lower level to the upper.  There were two doors at the lowest level.  One was marked lavatory, and the other had a warning label.  Khin went right into the lavatory.  He stuck his head out a moment later, “Water in sink, good to drink!”  
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  Water is essential and we can resupply now,” Cammarry said.  “Both incoming and outgoing.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome was studying the whole chamber as he gazed up and around.  “This part of the air and life support systems did not get used for ejection and spreading of the plants and growth medium.  The more I see, the more fascinated I am by what Captain Lance Lechner did with distributing the plants, and yet also leaving a remnant air circulation system working.  Quite the engineering feat!”
 
    
 
   “Indeed, and it has lasted for decades,” Cammarry replied.  “But it is nothing compared to that biosphere we saw in Habitat Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “Think of the time involved, Cammarry.  That Captain and just a few other officers had to do it all in a short span, and it worked!  He did a great job in a crisis, while the engineers and biologists who designed the habitats had huge crews, and probably years and years of planning and construction.  I am just thoroughly impressed that the Captain’s scheme worked as well as it did.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed.” 
 
    
 
   While Khin stayed in the lavatory, Jerome and Cammarry walked to a pressurized door that was marked, ‘No Unauthorized Access’ and had a color control pad next to it.  Beside the pressure door, and the lavatory door there were no other doors, or ladders or stairs at this lower level.  Jerome looked back at the route they had used in climbing down the terraced walls.  He realized yet again that it was not designed for that purpose, and he was further impressed with what that Captain had done, and with Cammarry, Khin, and himself for their own feat of reaching that point.
 
    
 
   “Hello?  Well, this opens,” Cammarry stated and pressed a section of the wall to her right.  A large display screen was revealed as its covering dilated open. The screen was illuminated and had a long series of numbers and scrolling words moving faster than could be read.  “Sandie?  Where do we go from here?”
 
    
 
   “The door code for this color pad is: blue, green, green, white, blue, yellow,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s arm ached as she heard that same sequence again.  “We have used that before.  It was…”  She nearly spoke about Shadow, but resisted before her body reacted.  “ah…successful before.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I have been finding more sections in the nonphysicality which recognize that sequence code,” Sandie replied.  “I am not sure of its origin.  Its origin and description does not occur in the Machine Maintenance records, nor in the log records I have recovered.”
 
    
 
   “As long as it is working, does the origin matter?”  Jerome asked. 
 
    
 
   “It matters, Cammarry.  It is very important, but Sandie will not tell you the truth,” Shadow whispered.  
 
    
 
   “I hear you.  It might matter,” Cammarry replied.  “Sandie do we need to understand this display?  What is it showing?”
 
    
 
   “It is a management algorithm for the existing air filtration systems.  I have recorded the twenty-three minute circlet of information it is analyzing.  The feedback system is in balance now, but was adjusted after the explosion and decompressions.  The entire process is running on tertiary systems which are not sentient.  This area is one of the few on the needle ship that are stable enough at present and not in need of imminent repairs. To enter the hanger bay, please input the color code.”
 
    
 
   Khin came out, “I have filled the water containers.  That is a lot of writing!”  He pointed at the display.  Moving fast too.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pushed the colored sections of the control pad in the order Sandie related.
 
    
 
   The sound of the fans far overheard whirled down as they lost power. The display screen showing the lists of numbers shifted and began flashing.   
 
    
 
   “Is that supposed to happen?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Each time this room is entered, the circulation system is mandated to shut down.  The pressure door will open in twenty-four seconds.  The fans will automatically restart when the door is closed.”
 
    
 
   The drone of the fans stopped, and the pressure door slid open.  Beyond it was a small hall, only a meter wide, and just two meters tall.  The hall was a service lane between the Air Filtration 27B and the side of the hanger bay, Pine 1407.  They walked single file through that lane, and came to the opposite end, where there was another pressure door.  In front of that was a blue automacube with the number 804 printed in its front side.  
 
    
 
   “Cubie blue knows what to do!”  Khin exclaimed with a thrilled giggle.  
 
    
 
   “The automacube can now open this service entrance hatch to the thruster fuel depot which has access to the hanger bay Pine 1407, stall 3,” Sandie stated. 
 
    
 
   The service hatch dilated, then made a clicking noise as it locked back.  Brighter light flowed in.  The blue automacube EA-804 rolled through the hatchway, which was a circular opening about 125 centimeters in diameter.   Jerome, Khin, and Cammarry ducked and followed the machine in. 
 
    
 
   A large thruster fuel tank was directly in front of them, and they sidled around it and saw the layout of Pine 1407.  Ceiling lights shined down giving the whole area far better illumination than most other places on the Conestoga.  An emergency compartmentalizing curtain had deployed which left the stall feeling long, and separate.  The other walls were light gray colored with tubes, pipes, and other intact fixtures along the sides.  The compartmentalizing curtains had fallen in such a way was to separate the sections of the hanger bay.  Those new walls, made by the curtains, looked out of place, both in style and in color.  Another emergency containment curtain had fallen perpendicular to the first and separated out the observation deck which Cammarry assumed would have been across from the large exterior hanger bay doors.  Instead of the yellow markings on the deck, as she expected, there were black hash-marks outlining a trail or path toward the exterior doors.  She could tell where the yellow labeling had been, by the very faded outline of those letters and numbers, but they had been stripped away.  The black hash marks looked fresh and new.  
 
    
 
   “Well, there is a shuttle,” Jerome said.  He pointed toward the corner by the exterior doors.  “By those cargo and storage crates over there, but will it be serviceable?”
 
    
 
   Remembering her previous experience getting ensnared in the same kind of shuttle, a runabout, Cammarry asked, “Will Carter the Kidnapper have access to that shuttle, the runabout?”  
 
    
 
   Jerome’s face grew very serious.  He looked directly into Cammarry’s eyes.  “I will not let you be trapped inside that.  I promise that. The greater danger, in my opinion, would be if we stopped cooperating and working together.  I will always work for your benefit.  If I failed you in the past it was because I set my goal too low.  That will not happen again.”  He hugged Cammarry then raised his voice a bit.  “Sandie, you have studied the flight manual we found, correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”

“And you can show us how to override any outside influences? So we can manually operate the shuttle?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Right! Can you protect us from nefarious actions from Carter the Kidnapper or any other synthetic brains that might want to take us for the ride?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I conjecture that I can protect you, with a high degree of confidence, yes.  However, that runabout is not currently functional,” Sandie stated.  “It has suffered various mechanical failures.  Primarily its cabin will not hold pressure adequately for use.  EA-804 has been attempting repairs, but new gaskets, seals, and linings are necessary.  There are no available replacement parts at this time.  I have those on a list of items needed to be fabricated when we find a facility to do so.”
 
    
 
   Jerome ran over and looked inside the small blue colored, two-seat shuttle.  He stepped on its swept wing.  “It is rather torn up inside as well.  It is too small if Khin is going on this adventure with us anyway.”  Jerome almost closed one of the two canopies, but he did not.  “This is not the only shuttle here is it?  I thought you said there were others?  This one is the only one I see.”
 
    
 
   “There is another. The emergency curtains have partitioned Pine 1407 into three separate sections.  Please follow EA-804 to stall 2.  There is a better option there,” Sandie said.  “Stall 1 was severely damaged in the explosion, and is not serviceable.  Extensive and lengthy repairs will be needed on that area.”  
 
    
 
   The automacube rolled up to near the new wall which separated stalls 2 and 3.  It extended down its manipulation arm and linked into a hatch on the floor.  The hatch dilated open, very much like the hatch they had entered behind the thruster fuel storage tank.  
 
    
 
   “Magic doors in the floor now too?  Yes the cubie blue knows what to do!”  Khin laughed while he looked down into the dark hole.  “I see no plants, water, or other normal things.  Why are we looking in such barren wastes?  Or is that a wrong question to ask of you wizards?”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked over and looked in as well.  “These ‘barren wastes’ as you call them are actually how the ship is supposed to look.  It was not designed to have the fungi, and growth medium, and loose water scattered all around.  It was not meant to have dim light constantly on.  None of these places were supposed to be homes for goats, chickens, rats, or insects.  All those were to be kept in the biological habitats.”  
 
    
 
   “Khin, is it too strange for you?”  Cammarry asked.  “Too much stress going on this quest?”  
 
    
 
   Khin looked at them both.  “Lots of strange things happen on wizard’s quests.  I know!”  He laughed as he suddenly dropped into the hole.  A moment later his voice echoed back.  “It is just a short crawl over to another big barren room.  The lights are too bright, but it is easy to get here.”
 
    
 
   Before Jerome and Cammarry could enter, EA-804 lowered itself down into the passage by its arm and drive wheels and rolled along.  
 
    
 
   Jerome laughed a bit and said, “This is our wizard’s quest, and Khin is leading!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry hugged him as they descended and crawled through the service duct.  They then climbed up and into a different part of the now segmented hanger bay.  Khin was standing there just looking around, his eyes squinting at the unaccustomed light.  To Cammarry and Jerome the light was refreshing.  It was brighter than the last section, and showed the area to be in the best repair.  Standing right in the center of the stall, was a boxy shuttle craft, larger than the runabouts, but not as large as the doomed model 6 shuttle where they had found the dead bodies.  
 
    
 
   “This looks very promising!”  Jerome said as he approached the shuttle.  Behind him EA-804 had sealed the hatches and closed the crawlspace they had used.  
 
    
 
   This shuttle was white and light gray colored, sitting on three sets of landing skids which were anchored to the floor.  It was about fifty percent larger than the runabout in length, but much more stout with a thicker fuselage.  Its wings were not as swept back as the runabout’s, and projected out from the bottom of the fuselage.  The tips of the wings angled down at about fifteen percent from level.  Thruster nozzles were visible on the ends of the wings. 
 
    
 
   There was an open door raised up over a small set of three steps.  Jerome could tell the door would seal down and become part of the body of the craft.  There was also what looked like a rear cargo door.    
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked up and looked at the shuttle.  “Model 14S,” she said as she looked closely at the side.  As she walked around the shuttle she could see hoses that were connected into spots on the rear side and those snaked away to thruster fuel tanks.  “Has the automacube reviewed this shuttle?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sandie replied.  “It is fueled, powered, and the systems have been checked.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome looked inside the open door.  ‘No trapped and dead people in spacesuits.’  He thought to himself, but did not speak out loud.  He looked over at Cammarry and did say, “Twin pilot seats, side by side not tandem, and the four passenger seats.  The interior looks new and intact.”  He carefully stepped inside, wanting to spare Cammarry the anxiety of going first.  “Sandie?  The controls here look similar to the runabout’s.  Will the flight manual we found apply to this shuttle as well?  Will this machine fly?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  As to the controls, they….”  Sandie began.  
 
    
 
   Khin ran past Cammarry and climbed inside the shuttle.  “You said flying!  I want to fly again!  Can I do that in here?”  
 
    
 
   “Khin, wait!”  Jerome said as Khin slipped past him and literally dove into the shuttle.  He landed on the passenger seats.  He laughed as he rolled off and onto the floor.  
 
    
 
   “No flying in here now!”  Khin giggled.  “Why did you ask your spirit-ghost about flying?”
 
    
 
   “This whole machine will fly,” Cammarry said as she too looked inside. “Sandie, please finish what you were saying about the flight manual.”
 
    
 
   “The flight manual we have on record, from the scanned physical copy that was found, was written specifically for the shuttle model called a runabout.  However, that does not limit its application, since the shuttle control systems are very similar on all the models we have so far encountered.  I can make highly probable conjectures on operations, systems, and design parameters.  There is an access port in the cockpit, and EA-804 has already linked me to that.  I have reviewed every system on this Model 14S shuttle, and it is fully functional.  Additionally, I have repaired and modified several communication systems to prevent outside influences.  I am confident that my efforts will prevent the SB Joseph Crater from interfering in this shuttle’s flight when on manual operations.  Enhancing the communication system will also allow me to remain in constant contact with you for the entire duration of the flight.  Unless there are unknown factors in the planet Zalia’s atmosphere, which is possible, I believe you can have a safe flight to the surface, and a safe return flight.”
 
    
 
   “Yayeee!”  Khin cheered. “Your spirit-ghost says we can fly!  It will be as fun as in that floating room.  Inside here it is smaller, and less places to push off and soar.”
 
    
 
   “Khin, we will be inside this machine, and the machine will fly us to a whole different world.  You understand that, right?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes, yes!  Your spirit-ghost said that we can fly.  I want to begin now.  Do I push these buttons?”  Khin leaned toward the cockpit controls.
 
    
 
   Cammarry lunged in and grabbed him forcefully to pull his hands away.  “Khin, do not touch anything like that!”
 
    
 
   Khin’s face fell, and his smile departed.  “I have made you angry.  I apologize.  What should I do?  You are the wizards, and I am your helper.”  He sat back in the passenger seat and folded his hands over his lap.
 
    
 
   “I see there is no question about Khin’s desire to go with us,” Jerome said.  “But we must first familiarize ourselves with the operations of this shuttle.  Before we do anything more, I am blocking open the door.”  He took off his backpack and wedged it into the frame.  “The fusion pack in there should stop the door from shutting, but I want something even more stout.   Sandie, I know you said it is safe, but I am placing a physical barrier in the door so it cannot shut until we are ready.”  He stepped away and started to search the hanger bay for an item to fit his needs.  
 
    
 
   “Good idea,” Cammarry said.  She realized that she and Khin had been inside the shuttle, and had the door slammed they would have both been trapped inside it.  “Also, are there spacesuits anywhere?  Those might come in handy.  There are six seats in here.  We can easily carry three spacesuits, if we can find some.”  She shuddered for a moment recalling the dead bodies she had seen in spacesuits.  
 
    
 
   “EA-804 has located a cache of items,” Sandie answered.  “There were no replacement parts for the shuttle, but tools, gear, and five spacesuits were located in and around the now partitioned Pine 1407.  One of the spacesuits is unsuitable, as it is child sized, but there are two medium adult male, and two medium adult female suits.  I will have EA-804 bring those here.”
 
    
 
   “This ought to do the job,” Jerome said as he laid a permalloy bar across the opening of the shuttle’s door.  “Safety happens in the mind first, and then is lived out in the hands.  This shuttle will only fly away when we are in control of it and agree to leave.”
 
    
 
   “I will take a nap soon, since you are not flying right now,” Khin said.  “May I make us some food?  Then I will sleep on these nice chairs here in the machine that will fly.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked to Jerome, and then down at the permalloy bar which he had used to block the door from shutting.  “I think we should press on.  I know we have a lot to learn about the shuttle, but perhaps eating is what we should do.  I am not sure.”
 
    
 
   “We have accomplished much already today,” Jerome agreed.  “So we have some food, then press on.”
 
    
 
   They sat in the chairs of the shuttle and shared a simple meal.  The water that Khin had gathered from the lavatory supplemented what Jerome and Cammarry were carrying.  When they were finished, Jerome asked Sandie, “Can you give us detailed instructions on the non-automatic, or by-hand, operation of this kind of shuttle?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly!”  Sandie said excitedly.  “Please take your seats in the pilot’s chairs, and I will begin.”
 
    
 
   Khin cuddled up in a ball in the passenger seat and was soon snoring softly.  
 
    
 
   “He is certainly excited about flying,” Jerome stated, as he motioned with his thumb back at Khin.  “I am rather surprised by that.  I would have thought he would have an innate fear of loss of gravity.”
 
    
 
   “I agree.  He was so excited about flying in that chamber where the gravity manipulation was broken,” Cammarry said. “He was thrilled with it all.  The fire he started also was odd.  Khin is more than he appears.  Well, Sandie, please begin our lessons.  I want to know everything about this shuttle.”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s eyes lit up.  “I wonder if there is a physical flight manual for this shuttle?”  He reached under the seat and found a small compartment.  “There is something in here!”  He pulled out a bound volume.  It was a printed book, about seven centimeters thick, with a dark green cover.  
 
    
 
   “Is that an instruction manual?” 
 
    
 
   “No.  It is something called, ‘The Unwritten Trilogy Now Written: Sound of His Wings, The Stone Pillow, and Eclipse’ copyright 2029.”  Jerome’s voice held awe as he reverently held the book.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, the automacube never assessed under the seats, or the personal pockets or compartments of the shuttle.  I had it evaluate the mechanical aspects,” Sandie stated.  “I have checked the data base of known pre-Great Event literature, and that volume is unknown.  There are not even any references to it in any of the extant works.  It is a remarkable find.”
 
    
 
   Jerome was flipping through the pages, carefully looking at each one.  “We will need to scan this in for safety.  I wonder how it got left here?  Perhaps by some former crewmate?”
 
    
 
   “It is a distraction, a ruse, a ploy,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  “Neither of them want to leave.  Neither want to help you.  You are being manipulated.  They are tricking you.”
 
    
 
   “That is ridiculous,” Cammarry barked at Shadow.
 
    
 
   “The book got here somehow,” Jerome said with chagrin.  “A crewman might have left it here.  We found it.”  
 
    
 
   “Of course you found it.  I just think it… well…. We need to get on with the flight lessons.  This is not the FTL scout ship, so it is relatively new to us.  I know my jaunt in the runabout before was not much of a learning experience. I am sorry for my outburst.  I just get so tired of….”  Her breathing got tight as she almost spoke about Shadow.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?”  Jerome said as he saw her clutch at her throat and choke and sputter.  He reached for the medical kit, and then realized it was in his backpack, which was still in the doorframe.  He got up and grabbed it.  By the time he had it out of his pack, she was breathing better.  
 
    
 
   “I am over it now,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “It does not matter, I am running a diagnostic.”  Jerome took the wire leads from the kit and connected them to the side of her head.  He pressed the switch to activate the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   A moment later the small display screen read out, ‘Subject Cammarry:  Overall excellent health.  New since last scan. Primary finding: an alteration in the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal inter-working.  Secondary finding: altered functions of the hippocampus and amygdala. Catecholamines, neuropeptides, abnormal.  Hemodynamics and cardio-pulmonary responses consistent with stress reaction.  Diagnosis: extreme stress response.  No other physiological findings.  Relaxation treatment initiated. Prognosis excellent.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry felt a slight tingling sensation as the medical kit’s wires delivered instructions to her body.  Nearly immediately her breathing completely cleared up, and she felt much better.  She began to speak about Shadow and explain to Jerome.  “When I got hurt, at the ESRC, I had this….”
 
    
 
   Her breathing again got constricted and she huffed.  
 
    
 
   The medical kit alarmed.  ‘Relaxation treatment insufficient.  Place unguent on upper lip for inhalation therapy.’  A small measure of ointment was dispensed and Jerome swathed it under Cammarry’s nose.  “Just breathe easy now.”
 
    
 
   “That is better,” Cammarry said.  She glanced down at the medical kit, looking for some detection of the implant that had been rammed into her arm.  She saw no indication of it.  “My arm, is it healed?”
 
    
 
   “Your arm?”  Jerome asked with a puzzled looked on his face.  “Why yes, it is healed, weeks ago.  Does it hurt?”
 
    
 
   “No, I just….”  She resisted bringing up Shadow and just took some more deep breaths.  “Thank you for helping me.”
 
    
 
   Khin was looking on, but said nothing.  After a bit he nodded his head and went back to sleep.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, you need to sleep now,” Jerome said.  “Together we will learn about this shuttle, but only after you rest.  I will quietly scan in the pages of this book we found so Sandie has it in the database.  When you wake up we will tackle this issue of the shuttle.  Coming together to the Conestoga was our beginning; keeping together is our progress; working together now will be our success.  We are a team, and you are essential to that, but only if you do not flame out from stress and pressure.  I know there is more than our share of that here.”
 
    
 
   Sandie added, “Cammarry, Jerome is correct.  You will be more receptive to learning about the shuttle when well rested.”
 
    
 
   “You both have convinced me,” she answered.  “And Khin is setting the example.  I suppose if he can sleep, so can I.”  She looked at the pilot seat and found a small lever on the side.  Using that she could recline.  She kept breathing in the soothing unguent which was on her lip, and she tried to relax her mind.  She wondered about Shadow, but drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   Some hours later, Cammarry awoke feeling refreshed and renewed.  She looked over and saw that Jerome was sitting quietly looking at the old-style printed book.  A small beam of light was shining down from his com-link onto the pages as he read.  He noticed her stirring and closed the book and set it aside.  “How are you now?”
 
    
 
   “Rested.  Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “I also slept for a few hours,”  Jerome replied.  “This book is fascinating and I was reading it until you awoke.”
 
    
 
   “I am rested too!”  Khin added from behind her.  “Mother says, ‘sleep when you may, get well that way’ and I find that to be true.  So when can we fly?”  
 
    
 
   “Well, I was mentally flying for the last while,” Jerome said and looked at the book.  “That is an amazing book.  I have it entirely scanned into Sandie’s database, and have read the first sections.  Fascinating.  The spacesuits were brought here by EA-804, and I wondered if we should put them on now, rather than wait for an emergency.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps just before we depart in the shuttle,” Cammarry advised.  “We still have to learn the system.”  She stood up and walked about the small cabin.  Opening the rear door, she observed the cargo hold.  It had a rear hatch at the back of the shuttle.  “That automacube could fit back here.  When we go, it might be wise to bring it along.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the cubie blue knows what to do,” Khin chortled.  He got up and walked out of the shuttle.  “Do not fly without me, please.  I must go for a bit.”
 
    
 
   “The passage back to the lavatory is open,” Jerome stated as he saw where Khin was heading.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry made sure Khin was out of sight before she commented.  “Do you think it wise to take him along?  I know he is eager, and we do have a spacesuit for him, but he has such limited knowledge.”
 
    
 
   “He knew how to burn out that monster’s lair, as he called it.  I think it is up to him.  Do you remember how John used to say, ‘Everybody is a genius, but if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, you will live your whole life believing that it is stupid’?  I had to ask what a tree was and what a fish was, and John carefully explained it all to us.”
 
    
 
   “I do remember John, and that story from childhood.”  She wiped a tear from her eyes.  “I do hope he is alive somewhere and seeing real fish.  Those we saw in that Loop River were unforgettable.”  She came back and sat down in the pilot’s seat.  “Sandie, where do we begin?”
 
    
 
   “The communication system is a good place to start, especially if you will be wearing spacesuits.  By the way, I agree that wearing them while in flight is a prudent and wise decision, however, you will need to be able to communicate should you seal on the bubble helmets,”  Sandie stated.  “Begin by accessing the display in the cockpit, you will see the flashing symbol for communication.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pressed the symbol.  
 
    
 
   A crackling noise came from the cockpit, and a deep male voice followed that.  “…..now.  You know this is the only way you can get there.  You can pay the bill, or remain where you are.  Those are your two options.  Payment must be made before you can be taken over to the other place.”  
 
    
 
   Both Cammarry and Jerome stared at the cockpit controls.  “Sandie who is that?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s artificial voice carried a mixture of excitement and surprise.  “I believe it is a transmission from Zalia.  I had heightened my listening ability.  I began by using the scout ship’s communication equipment in our search for the Dome 17 signals.  I did that by trying it into the needle ship’s old equipment.  With your proposed excursion, I also linking that to this shuttle’s communication system.  I am enhancing the signal reception.”
 
    
 
   “Transmission from Zalia?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes. It is confirmed.  We have picked up a transmission from the surface.  I am zeroing in on the signal’s location using the shuttle here, the array on the needle ship, and the scout ship as reference points.  There should be more of the signal available.  Please manually boost the reception on the cockpit controls.”
 
    
 
   Jerome made the adjustments on the display.  “This old interface is just like that in the runabout.”
 
    
 
   There was more crackling, but then a different voice came on.  It was of a scared female.  “You guarantee safe passage out of Beta to that paradise you described?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” the deep male voice replied.  “You must pay the Ferryman first, and then I will dock and take you to the Elysian Fields.  This is a one way trip only.  No coming back.  Each passenger is allowed twenty kilograms of baggage, but remember, at the Elysian Fields you will not need much of anything by way of material goods.”
 
    
 
   The female voice responded.  “I just want my children to have a better life than here in Beta.  There will be plenty of water at that other habbie?”   
 
    
 
   “Of course there is, not like what you are used to.  It is gorgeous.  I must sign off now.  Power sources in my ferry are limited, and I still have a distance to go to reach the docking bay.  If you do not pay, I will not dock.  So either quit or pay the Ferryman.  I do not have time to fool around, I must get back there myself.” 
 
    
 
   “I am paying right now.  Please do not leave without us!”  The woman was nearly hysterical.  
 
    
 
   A third voice came on, this one a different male, “This is the Ferryman.  She has paid, please dock at Dardanella 5600.  I will bring the passengers there now.  One adult, three children.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  Docking initiated,” the deeper voice replied.  
 
    
 
   “They are using shuttles!”  Cammarry exclaimed.  “They are flying from one habitat to another.”
 
    
 
   “They certainly sound better than those slave traders in Wolf City.  Sandie where are they on the surface?  Are they part of that Habitat Alpha?  We only saw a small bit of it.”
 
    
 
   “Correlating data,” Sandie replied.  “They are not at the Habitat Alpha location.  I have plotted their position on the planet.  They are some 7,329 kilometers away from Habitat Alpha’s location.”
 
    
 
   “That female said Beta.  She called the place they were leaving Beta.  That must mean Habitat Beta.  We should contact them,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   “We should just go there, not contact them,” Cammarry said.  “If we contact them, they might be like those crazy slave traders in Habitat Alpha.  If we go there, to Beta, we can dock, find the Reproduction and Fabrication center of that habitat and get our data sticks fixed.  Avoid speaking to them until we have what we need.”
 
    
 
   “That would give us the advantage of surprise.  We could also get normal food ration bars made.”  Jerome pondered and cupped his hand over his mouth.  “Sandie, how far out is that shuttle away from docking?”
 
    
 
   “I can determine the signal’s origins, to within a two hundred meter radius,” the AI Sandie replied. “However, the two signals are not further apart than that.  I have confirmed three times the location of those signals.  They are close to each other.  It is possible the tracking I am using is being distorted by Zalia’s exotic atmosphere, but I conjecture that kind of interference is a low possibility.”
 
    
 
   “Within two hundred meters?  So that shuttle is alongside the habitat, or that pilot has already docked,” Jerome said.  “Perhaps that is how he always operates, and it takes him time to ease into docking?”
 
    
 
   “Or the pilot is lying to that woman with the children,” Cammarry said.  “Even more reason not to contact them.  Who knows what he might do if he knew we were coming.  I would like to be able to track that other shuttle and learn where the Elysian Fields are located.  How soon can we launch?  I say we fly there now.”
 
    
 
   Khin spoke up from the doorway.  “I am ready to fly again.”  His laugh was infectious.  
 
    
 
   “We will need to put the spacesuits on, and familiarize ourselves with those.  Then I think Sandie can assist us in learning the operations while we fly.”
 
    
 
   “Alright Jerome, Khin, we put on the spacesuits and go!”  Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “Flying again.”  Khin laughed and laughed and laughed.
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry secured their backpack, weapons, and other gear in small nets which were hanging on the sides of the shuttle, or in the limited spaces under the seats.  Khin saw what they were doing and carefully packed all his belongings under the passenger seat beneath where he had napped.  They stepped out of the shuttle and found the spacesuits that EA-804 had delivered.  Each was a drab green color, with three main pieces.  The leg section, the trunk section, and a clear permalloy bubble helmet.  Jerome slipped into the legs of the suit and pulled them up.  His feet slid into the connected boots.  “This is all self-fitting, and really basic technology.”  
 
    
 
   Khin looked at him and tipped his head to the side.  “I need to wear that to fly?  I was flying in the other place without fancy clothing.”
 
    
 
   “It is in case the air is lost,” Cammarry started to explain, but then hesitated.  How could she explain depressurization, atmospheric necessities, and the rest to him?  She also pushed away thoughts of the dead crew members she had seen.  They had been strapped into their seats still inside the spacesuits.  “We will wear these, because we might need a special suit like this.”  
 
    
 
   “Wizard clothes to ride in a wizard machine.  Yes, that is clear. So long as I can fly!”  Khin followed Jerome’s example exactly and was soon ensconced in a spacesuit, all except the gloves and bubble helmet.  
 
    
 
   “You are a fast learner,” Cammarry commented as she watched Khin.  Her own suit slid on, and when she attached the torso to the legs, she felt the slight pressure against her legs as the bottom of the suit adjusted to her size.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, will you explain the helmet to Khin?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly, Cammarry,” Jerome answered as he pulled the gloves onto his hands.  The fingers and thumb were not at all restricting, but there was a slight bulge around the wrist where the gloves sealed to the arms.  He turned to Khin.  “Inside of this helmet, there is a locking closure which makes the suit turn on.  The helmet locks down like this.”  He pulled it on and twisted it.  Then the rest of the suit equalized the pressure and he could feel ripples around his body as the suit made some adjustments.  He unlatched the helmet, and rotated it away and off his head.  “Now we will not wear the helmets all the time, because the suits have a limited amount of air, but the helmets do need to be close to us so if there is a problem we can quickly place it on.  Do you understand?”
 
    
 
   “Sure!  The wizard hat has a window.  It covers my whole head, like if I put a rat into a leather bag, but leather does not have a window!”  Khin found his comment very funny.  “When will we know to put our heads in the bubble?”
 
    
 
   “Hopefully, we will not have to,” Cammarry added.  “We just need to be ready in case there is a problem.  Then we need to act quickly.  These suits are not exactly like what we have used before, but their operations are simple.  I am going to practice putting mine on and off a few times, then we can talk about how to hear each other when we have the helmets on.”  Cammarry placed her helmet on and then took it off.  Her suit adjusted perfectly to her body shape.  
 
    
 
   Khin followed her example.  “The wizard clothing tickles me, but it is a nice massage.  It reminds me of the back rubs my mother gave me as a child.  I have a question.  If I put a rat into a leather bag, the rat might die because it cannot breathe.  If I keep my head in this helmet, how do I breathe?”
 
    
 
   “The spacesuit will give you enough air to breathe for several hours,” Jerome said.  He kept thinking of the dead bodies he had seen in the spacesuits.  It felt surreal to him.  “When you put a rat into a bag, does it die right away?”
 
    
 
   “Most rats I put in bags are already dead,” Khin chuckled.  “I understand what you mean.  So we will not fly too long with our heads in the bubble.”
 
    
 
   “But you will fly inside the machine for a long time,” Cammarry added. 
 
    
 
   “Wizard ways are strange to me, but I am on the quest with you.”
 
    
 
   “Now as to communications, Sandie, we have the com-links, and can you patch them into the suit systems?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sandie answered. “That has already been established.  The vintage Conestoga transmission system was not too difficult to repair and update to handle connection to our system.  The com-links are connected into the suits, and the network of the shuttle.  Khin will be able to speak and hear all that you do.  Communications will automatically be established when each helmet is secured.  Additionally, I made sure the lufi amalgam battery systems in each suit are fully charged.  That gives you rebreathing capacity for eight hours at standard usage.”
 
    
 
   “So Khin will only have the suit systems, while we have the com-links as well?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “That is correct.”
 
    
 
   “Is the automacube loaded?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, EA-804 is secured in the cargo hold of the shuttle.  All systems are ready for launch,” Sandie answered.
 
    
 
   The three people, each carrying a bubble helmet under the arm, returned to the shuttle.  Cammarry sat in one of the pilot seats, and Khin sat in his passenger seat.   Jerome pulled the permalloy bar out from the door jam and stowed it along the side wall.  He then pushed the button to close the door.  “I assume we are ready for this?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!  Let us fly now!”  Khin chortled.  
 
    
 
   “I am ready.  This time we launch on our own command, and not that of Carter the Kidnaper.”   Cammarry pulled the cable from her com-link and connected it into the access port next to the flight control display screen.  
 
    
 
   Jerome showed Khin how to latch the restraints on the seat, and then he sat down.  “Sandie?  We are ready to depart.”
 
   
“I am in position to assist.  Using Machine Maintenance codes, I can operate the hanger bay doors, as well as the atmospheric pressure, gravity manipulation, and fetters securing the shuttle,”  Sandie replied.  “I directed the repairs via EA-804 and those connections are secure and stable.”
 
    
 
   The cockpit display screen lit up with cryptograms and symbols.  A tiny beam of light came from both Jerome’s and Cammarry’s com-link and superimposed a few actual words over the symbols on the display.  The background was dull white, and the images on the display were of various colors.  Beneath the display a panel opened and several physical knobs rose from the dash as well as levers, gauges, slide bars, and a central instrument shaped like a palm sized post.  The post had a handgrip on it, with toggle switches on the sides and top.    
 
    
 
   “Menu driven icons, and a joy stick.  I recall the runabout’s flight manual spoke of these types of control instruments.  There are some I do not recognize, but most are pretty straight forward and clear.”  Jerome said.  “Touch activated?  Or manual mechanical controls?”  
 
    
 
   “I think it is both, or either.  These knobs correspond to the images on the display.  There is also a projected grid on the front view ports.”  Cammarry adjusted one of the knobs in front of her and the projected grid shifted as she did so.  What about voice activation?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI responded.  “I can override any of the systems.  I have set up the grid pattern and the labeled overlay through your com-links.  My intention was to make the operation of this shuttle as close to the FTL scout’s controls as possible.”
 
    
 
   “You have done very well.  This looks much more familiar than I expected.”  Jerome smiled broadly at Cammarry.  “Sandie, did you install faster-than-light options as well?”
 
    
 
   “That is impossible with our current level of production abilities,” Sandie answered seriously.  “I cannot conjecture any method of building the proper equipment needed for that.  The shuttle’s structural integrity would not withstand the forces of FTL transition, nor do we have a destination which would require faster-than-light travel.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry Sandie,” Jerome replied. “I was of course using hyperbole to compliment your accomplishments regarding the repairs done here.  I should just have said a simple, ‘thank you’ and ‘well done!’”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry smiled and nodded to Jerome.  She turned around and looked at Khin. “Are you ready to fly?”
 
    
 
   “I have been waiting for so very long already.  Yes!  I want to fly again!”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, please begin the decompression process for the hanger bay,” Cammarry commanded as she touched several controls which were marked for that purpose.
 
    
 
   The hanger bay’s air circulation apparatus kicked in and began to drain the hanger bay.  A gauge on the display showed the rapidly decreasing pressure in the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, will the exterior doors operate with the emergency curtains in place?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sandie replied.  “However the exterior doors will only separate part way, as their range of motion is now limited.  The engineers who designed the emergency compartmentalizing curtains did incorporate a clever mechanism so that the doors become three separate egress points while allowing each individual stall to remain pressurized or not as needed.  It is an ingenious invention, even though it was planned over one-hundred years ago.  That emergency system was built with what we consider now obsolete construction methods.  It allowed for safeguards in case of multiple scenarios: fire, crash, or as in our case an explosion.”
 
    
 
   “The safety system worked.  The Captain was inventive as well, with his scheme of distributing the water, growth medium, and plant and animal life into the needle ship,” Jerome said. 
 
    
 
   “In some ways I think Willie would have admired these people.”  Cammarry remembered the Dome 17 Quartermaster and his creative spirit.  A smile crossed her lips.  “May you be well Willie, wherever you are.”
 
    
 
   “Hanger bay is now in vacuum,” Jerome stated.  “Disengaging fetters from the shuttle.”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI added, “Gravity manipulation off in thirty seconds.”
 
    
 
   “This does not feel like flying.  I am just sitting tied to a seat like a nanny goat waiting to nurse the kids.  Will we ever get to fly? Or is this a wizard’s test of patience?”  Khin’s laugh was not as vigorous as usual.  
 
    
 
   There were a series of loud clanks and clunks which reverberated up from the bottom of the shuttle as the docking clamps disengaged.  Then the sense of gravity was gone.
 
    
 
   “Oooh!  Now I feel the flying!”  Khin cheered.  He began to unbuckle his restraints.  
 
    
 
   “Hanger bay doors opening,” Cammarry said as she adjusted a knob on the dashboard.  
 
    
 
   Brilliant red light flooded into the hanger bay through the crack made as the exterior doors parted.  It shone obliquely into the cabin of the shuttle through the front and side viewports.  
 
    
 
   Khin covered his eyes.  “That is too bright!”  His movement caused him to slip out of the restraints and tumble a bit over the back of the seat.  
 
    
 
   “I got you!”  Cammarry called out as she turned around and grabbed Khin’s spacesuit boot and pulled him back into the seat.  “Strap down again for a little while.  The shuttle is flying now, and after we get outside you can fly inside here.”
 
    
 
   Khin closed his eyes tightly and blindly grasped for the belts.  He connected them back together and then placed his hands over his eyes again.  “Why is it so bright?”
 
    
 
   “That is the sun, around which the planet rotates.  The Conestoga is in orbit around the planet, and the planet is in orbit around the sun.  We are about to leave the Conestoga.”  Jerome adjusted some controls and fired a brief pop from an inferior thruster.  The shuttle rose off the hanger deck.  Jerome compensated for that movement by a slight bit of thruster action from the superior nozzles.  “The thrusters are smooth and working well.”
 
    
 
   “Did you have any doubts?”  Sandie asked.  “I told you I had inspected the operational systems of the entire shuttle.”  There was a hint of smugness in Sandie’s mechanical voice.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, I will never doubt you. Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed people, like us adventurers, can change the world!”  Jerome whooped.   “Indeed, we already have changed this world, and now we are headed back to Zalia.”
 
    
 
   The hanger bay doors reached the limit of their movement, and that was more than adequate space for the Model 14S shuttle to maneuver out of the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   5 Findnig Beta
 
    
 
    
 
   The shuttle floated away from the needle ship section of the Colony Ship Conestoga.  The long ship was stretched out before them as Jerome directed the shuttle into a gentle curve rolling it to place its belly toward the sun.  
 
    
 
   “Khin, now you can see the needle ship, what you called the world, and how we are outside of it,” Cammarry pointed out the viewport.  
 
    
 
   “Can I fly now?  I feel like a bug buzzing over the mushrooms.”  Khin reached down and began to unbuckle the belts.  “I have no weight!” 
 
    
 
   “Have you looked outside?”  Cammarry asked.  “If you look out the other side, the sun is not visible, and you can see into space.  This is an amazing view.”
 
    
 
   Khin briefly looked out the view port which Cammarry pointed toward.  “Looks like reflected lights off a dark pond of water.  I want to fly!”  He unhooked the belts and pushed himself up.  The ceiling was not far above him, but he held up his hand to stop the slow movement of his body.  “This is flying!”  He tucked himself into a ball and rolled head over feet.  One foot bumped into the bubble helmet he had hooked on the wall.  That sent his movement careening around a bit, but he placed his hands up to avoid any painful bumps or bruises.  “This is terrific!”  His laughing was the most vigorous Cammarry and Jerome had ever heard.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, just let him have his fun.  I am rather surprised he is not getting nauseated by zero gravity, but if he likes it, more power to him.  True enjoyment comes not just from activity of the mind, but sometimes joy can come from the simple exercise of the body.  Body, mind, and spirit all can experience joy in their own ways.”
 
    
 
   “Well, Khin, do not kick me as you tumble about,” Cammarry said with a grin.  “So Sandie, do we have a route to where that shuttle was in Beta?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I have a course plotted and am making scans using the shuttle’s equipment.  Being outside of the Conestoga, I have better resolution on the shuttle’s systems.  I am correlating them to the scanning from the FTL scout ship and building a more comprehensive picture of the planet Zalia.”
 
    
 
   “Have you spotted any other parts of the Conestoga?  There were eight habitats that were jettisoned, right?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome, that is our working assumption, based on the facts we have uncovered.  We know Habitat Alpha survived, and now have evidence that Beta also is still in operation on the surface.  So far, no other evidence for the other six habitats.  I conjecture there is a potential that some of them did not survive planet-fall, perhaps even failing during the detachment from the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “Well, their ultimate status is unknown, and we are going to Beta.  Might as well take them in alphabetical order, right?”  Jerome joked.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry laughed a bit, but nowhere nearly loud enough to overcome Khin’s giggling.  She did ask, “Without the audio transmission, would you be able to detect Beta from this range?”
 
    
 
   “An excellent and well-reasoned question, Cammarry.  Bravo!”  Sandie replied.  “To answer your question, no.  None of the equipment I have, either here on this shuttle, or on the FTL scout, or by using what remains of the needle ship’s systems, has the ability to discern Beta’s location.  From orbit, it remains shadowed and mysterious.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie is not referring to me,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “I was afraid of that,” Cammarry stated to Shadow, but Jerome and Sandie thought she meant the scanning equipment.  “So we really are in the dark about the other six habitat.”
 
    
 
   Laughing as he tumbled about, Khin called, “How can anyone be in the dark in such a bright place!  The red light here is so strong!”
 
    
 
   “I was speaking metaphorically,” Cammarry answered and then addressed Sandie again. “Have you detected any wreckage in orbit that would suggest part of a lost habitat?”
 
    
 
   “Another excellent question.  No.  I have not found any significant wreckage in orbit around Zalia.  As for as I can detect, the needle ship is the only major artifact in orbit.  There are a few stray objects in orbit, which, from metallurgical analysis, show they originated on the Conestoga.  There is also the larger shuttle which contained the deceased people and was defectively launched by SB Joseph Crater.  I have tentatively identified that as a model 6 shuttle.  I did that by comparison with descriptions in the runabout’s flight manual.  That shuttle continues to tumble away from the planet on an erratic course.  I do not consider it an orbital body any longer.”
 
    
 
   “Would a huge habitat leave a static debris field, or would all the wreckage have been drawn down into the planet’s atmosphere and burned up in failed reentry?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Much would depend upon the type of failure or malfunction encountered.  I conjecture that if the habitat failed during detachment, some seventy years ago, and did not suffer a catastrophic detonation of some kind, it would leave a small number of large, unpowered sections of wreckage in orbit. Of those a vast majority would have been in unstable orbits.  So the decay eventually would have resulted in termination of the various debris orbits.   Those objects would strike the atmosphere, resulting in burning, explosions, or otherwise disintegration up in Zalia’s upper atmosphere.  In my conjectures, even the most stable orbit I could estimate would last no longer than fifty-one years.  By contrast, a major explosion, resulting in a huge number of smaller parts of wreckage would deteriorate even more rapidly. It is conjected to be unlikely that a debris field would still exist today after seventy plus years.  However, absence of evidence does not provide evidence of an event’s absence,” Sandie answered.  “Additionally, much of Zalia is still unknown, or uncertain, and elements detected in the atmosphere are not fully understood.  Therefore reentry effects are just conjectures based on limited knowledge.”
 
    
 
   Khin finally caught himself and pulled his body into the seat.  “Flying is so fun!  But tiring. Do I understand that this machine is flying, and I was flying inside this machine?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Khin.  And that is the planet named Zalia,” Cammarry said as the shuttle banked and the planet became visible out a view port.  “That is a whole different world.”
 
    
 
   “It is very green.  My eyes bother me with this bright light.  It looks so far away, but I know that is not possible,” Khin said.  “Too much wizard light.  I am closing my eyes now.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, can you alter the filters on the view ports so Khin’s vision is not so troubled?  Carter the Kidnapper changed the canopy into opaque when I was in that small shuttle.”  Cammarry recalled that flight.  She experienced again the anger and frustration she had felt.  
 
    
 
   “Yes. I will adjust them now.  Quadrichroic filtering in process,” Sandie replied.
 
    
 
   The view ports all shifted shades and the light in the cabin matched the dim light of the corridors in the needle ship.  Except for the glow coming from the instrument panels of the cockpit, the light was what Khin was familiar with.  
 
    
 
   “Your spirit-ghost has helped me.  This looks normal,” Khin said.  
 
    
 
   “The light in the habitat will not look normal to you, if it is like what we saw in Habitat Alpha.  We will need to get you a set of goggles or some kind of eye protection,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “Like the Fruit People used in that orchard,” Cammarry said.  “Sandie, put some shaded eye covers on the list for things be need to have fabricated.  Jerome, when I look out at space, even the unusual space we see here in orbit around this new world of Zalia, I think of how isolated and alone we really were in Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   Jerome too looked out at the blackness of space with its blanket of twinkling stars.  The green of the planet was so different from the tan and dead world around Dome 17.    “I once read someone who stated, ‘Throw your dreams into space like a kite, and you do not know what it will bring back, a new life, a new friend, a new love, a new country.’  I had to then look up a kite, and found it was a child’s toy which rode on the winds and flew through the skies.  I could not really imagine running and playing in the outside winds.  I spoke to John about it all, and he confirmed that billions of people once lived on the Earth before the Great Event and all the horrors that followed.  Now I look at this world, Zalia, and I wonder, did we just exchange a tan world of death for a green one?  I mean, it looked beautiful, but can we live here, or will I one day be sitting in some observation site inside another Dome 17-like structure?  Will being trapped by deadly green be better or worse than trapped by deadly tan?”  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, you surprise me.  Pessimism? You remind me of Paul back on Earth,” Cammarry said.  “May he be faring well wherever he and Gretchen went.”  After a moment’s reflection she added, “Remember how pretty that Habitat Alpha’s biosphere was?  We can always fly back there, even if everything else is a bust.”
 
    
 
   Jerome gave her a hearty smile.  He adjusted a few controls and then nodded.  “We will be entering the atmosphere momentarily.  Sandie has the plotted course, and I am following it like…. What would be a good idiom for our new life?  Like a rat down its tunnel?”  Jerome smiled even broader.  “Yes, like a rat down its tunnel.  You and I, Cammarry, we will be rats down the tunnel to Beta and find out what is there.”
 
    
 
   “Rats are good at tunnels,” Khin agreed from the passenger seat.  
 
    
 
   “Khin, make sure you are belted down.  The next part of the quest will be rough and bouncy.”
 
    
 
   “You two wizards will shake the world again!  You make the world shake.  You make me have no weight.  You let me fly!  This is not a wizard’s quest, it is a wizard’s adventure!”  
 
    
 
   “We are adventurers!”  Cammarry and Jerome said together.  
 
    
 
   For the next few minutes the model 14S descended down through the hazy green atmosphere of the planet Zalia. The blackness of space faded away as they were immersed into the upper layers.  Some whitish clouds were reflecting the light from the sun, causing their irregular edges to be stained reddish and pink by the sunlight.  The shuttle quickly passed those layers and journeyed into dark greens and hints of greenish yellow. 
 
    
 
   “This is thicker than I recall,” Cammarry said.  “But Carter the Kidnapper was playing games with the canopy tint.”
 
    
 
   “We are entered a different latitude and longitude of the planet from where you descended on the last trip,” Sandie stated. “The atmosphere of Zalia is less consistent than the toxic gasses of Earth.  Here we will encounter a greater variety of density and pressure.  I am taking measurements and making conjectures as we travel.  I will have a far greater picture of the composition of Zalia’s atmosphere due to our mission.  So far….”  Sandie went through a long list of what had been learned, giving details and readings, and analysis.  
 
    
 
   The shuttle slipped out from the dense strata of green air, and into where they could see the surface.
 
    
 
   “It is a complex place,” Jerome said.  “You told us Zalia is bigger than Earth in diameter, and has higher gravity.”
 
    
 
   “That means it will have lower and wider mountain ranges, like that up ahead!”  Cammarry pointed as she looked through the front viewports.  “On Mars, in the old solar system, back when they tried terraforming there, that gravity was a third of Earth normal. Mars’ Olympic Mons was far higher than any Earth mountain range, because less gravity meant the rock was pressed down on the base with less force.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, too bad that failed,” Jerome said.   “So how big are those Zalia mountains?  Or should I call them Zalian mountains?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “I have added ‘Zalian’ to our dictionary of words.  It will mean pertaining to or related to the planet Zalia.  Readings on the mountain range you are seeing shows its highest peak to be slightly less than 4.5 kilometers high.  I cannot estimate the range’s depth or width until we have more information.”
 
    
 
   The mountains were a deep rusty color with variations of magenta, scarlet, and mahogany mixed into their overall color.  Off to one side they could see where a taupe colored ribbon was winding down out of the mountains.
 
    
 
   “That is a river!”  Cammarry said. “Not like the Loop River in Alpha, but I am sure that is some kind of liquid flowing there.”
 
    
 
   “I am running analysis on the composition, but you are correct, that is flowing liquid,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “It possibly serves as this alien world’s equivalent of water.”
 
    
 
   Jerome interjected, “Since we are coining phrases, call it Zalian hydrology.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “That will be an imprecise phrase, as we are not sure of the composition of the liquids involved. Until we can make meticulousness chemical analysis of a sample, we will not know for sure.”
 
    
 
   “We can be adventurous in our phrases, right?”  Jerome grinned.
 
    
 
   “Right Jerome!  We need to use terrestrial phrases as modified to fit this planet Zalia.  I remember John’s biology lessons, and I thought none of that would ever be needed, but now we do have a landscape that is more than just dry, toxic dust.  We will need to compare it to the old records of the Earth prior to the Great Event,” Cammarry’s voice was excited.  “Sandie, is there life down there?” 
 
    
 
   “That remains to be conclusively revealed.  My initial conjectures are that life does exist on Zalia.  However, it will be life vastly different from what we know of now,” the AI reported.  
 
    
 
   “So those old scientific fictional novels, like the three we just found might have been onto something,” Jerome said as he patted the place he had stored the book.  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “The contracted phrase often used for that genre was sci-fi, and yes, it did often speculate on potentials especially regarding technological breakthroughs.  Many of those engineering potentials came to become realities some decades after publication.  Other subjects common to that genre were extraterrestrial life, time-travel, and robotics.”
 
    
 
   “So basically most of the things we do now,”  Cammarry commented.  “Except for the time-travel parts, right?”
 
    
 
   “I believe Brink was running calculations on time-travel,”  Sandie replied.  “He did not have breakthroughs like he did in faster-than-light travel and in teleportation.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle continued to approach the mountain range.  As they got closer more and more details were revealed about the complexity and diversity seen beneath them.  It was an alien world with a myriad of things mysterious and unknown.  
 
    
 
   “The habitat should be located in a valley just coming up.  The tracking will  display the location.  At our current speed it will be visible for only a short period, but you can circle the location,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   The valley was deep but the permalloy of Habitat Beta was visible as it stuck up from the valley and was nearly as tall as the mountains around it.  The permalloy glowed oddly in the red light.  It stood out against the rest of the landscape vividly.  The habitat’s grayish, blue-casted color was just so different from the world around it.  The shuttle swung in an arc to bring it around again.  The light from the sun shone in through the view ports as the shuttle turned.  Cammarry looked up and saw that, even with the filers on the view ports, the sun was a reddish fuzzy globe in the thick green sky.  
 
    
 
   “That is certainly making planet-fall,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   The areas around the grounded habitat were charred and blackened in a wide swath that was pretty much the same distance out on all sides of the giant cylinder as it lay in the valley.  
 
    
 
   “Tight fit.  Looks like they used a lot of heat, energy, and brute force with landing rockets,” Cammarry commented.  “That valley is barely large enough to contain the habitat.  I think they must have excavated the ground out of the surface, maybe down into the planet’s crust.”
 
    
 
   “The scans show the valley is about eighty seven kilometers long, and eighteen wide.  That habitat snuggled down into there fairly nicely.  Someone did some expert piloting and navigation, not to mention the burrowing down into the mountains.  Sandie, can you confirm that is not a natural valley they settled into?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I cannot absolutely confirm much about Zalia yet. It is difficult to say what the condition was prior to the habitat making planet-fall.  Both you and Cammarry make the hypothesis about that habitat settling down into a manufactured location.  That is a valid theory, supported by what we are observing.  However, there may have been an existing valley, depression, or body of liquid of some kind in that location prior to landing.  It is also possible the crew landing the habitat used explosives or other methods to blast out the landing site.  Nuclear detonations are not beyond the possibilities.”
 
    
 
   “Radiation?”  Cammarry asked quickly.  “They would not use fission bombs would they?” 
 
    
 
   “I have detected no spikes in radiation levels here,”  Sandie answered.  “We have yet to determine the geology of the liquids, ground, crust, mountains, or other sediments.  It is obvious some excavation took place, I cannot estimate the full extend as of yet.  I can see how landing in a mountain range would facilitate establishing the colony.”
 
    
 
   “So they dug a foundation, and then planted their habitat.  Looks very much like an accurately controlled landing, or grounding to me.  Are we able to detect any further transmissions?”  Jerome adjusted the controls.  
 
    
 
   “I have not picked up any form of transmission since the last one,” Sandie answered.  “Your overlay displays will show the location from which we received those previous signals.  I have it labeled as Dardanella 5600.”
 
    
 
   “I will slow the shuttle down more and nearly hover along as we assess the exterior hull of that habitat.  It looks like better than half of it is nestled down into that valley, or foundation,” Cammarry stated as she also modified the flight of the shuttle. 
 
    
 
   “Dardanella is an odd name,” Jerome remarked.  “Not the first odd thing we have heard since coming to the Conestoga.  Sandie, if I recall correctly, Dardanella was a geographical location on Earth for some ancient war, also called Hell’s Point.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle continued to creep along moving over the habitat about three hundred meters above it. 
 
    
 
   “Dardanella may or may not be the word or name that was used,”  Sandie relied, “I have analyzed the audio recording we have.  The accent of the speakers does leave some room for doubt as to the exact word that was spoken.  My best conjecture is that the word was Dardanella.  Therefore, your assertion is not quite accurate, as you are referring to the name Dardanelles, which is also recorded in our records as being called, Hellespont, not Hell’s point.  It was a major battle in a war circa 1915 old calendar.  Although I do admit our records of things before the Great Event are limited, as is the interpretation of the exact word that was used by the speaker in Beta.  My only reference to the word Dardanella is a single mention about it being a song title.  It is interesting that both the Dardanella song title, and the Dardanelles battle originate from the same general time frame.  That might mean the information source was faulty.”
 
    
 
   “A song or a battle?”  Cammarry asked.  “I wonder what one it was?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe both!”  Khin chimed in from the passenger seat.  “The Old One uses music to teach us about things, so maybe the big fight had a song written about it?”
 
    
 
   “Khin, that is an excellent contribution,” Jerome said.  “Well, we will find out soon.  We are just about over that spot on the habitat’s hull.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle flew right over the end of the giant cylinder.  There was a furrow in the ground at that end, but not much was visible along the blunt end of the habitat.
 
    
 
   “The signal appears to have originated at this location, however, there is now some doubt about its actual location.  There is unknown interference here which makes my previous computations suspect,”  Sandie stated.  “There is more electro-neutrino activity at this end of the habitat than over the rest of it.  That may have caused a localized skipping or bouncing effect on the signal.  I apologize for not being more precise.  The effect is not acting exactly as known physics would dictate, possibly due to unknown elements in the Zalian atmosphere.”
 
    
 
   “Well, you did bring us right to a habitat, so you are doing great,”  Jerome said.  “Do you see anywhere on the vertical end of the habitat where there might be a hanger bay?”
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately, no.  The interference is making readings from this area inconsistent.”
 
    
 
   “So we will just fly over the rest and keep looking for a door.  There must be an entry somewhere where that Ferryman’s shuttle docked.”  Cammarry smiled over at Jerome.  “We will find this.”
 
    
 
   They turned around and proceeded to fly along the surface of the habitat again.  It was covered in projections, tubes, boxes, and other engineering paraphernalia.  There were occasional lights that were on, but those were rare and far between. 
 
    
 
   “I detect a possible target for a hanger bay door, but it is a low potential conjecture,”  Sandie stated.  “It does roughly correspond to my best conjecture on the bounce of the transmission, but I apologize for being less than confident on these conjectures.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, that is fine.  We are all doing the best we can.  So do you think is a hanger bay door?”  Jerome asked.  “I see that long flat area, but I am not sure if that is it or not.  The mechanical systems here look different than on the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “It also looks different from what I saw as that runabout took me into Habitat Alpha.  I imagine that both habitats would have similar construction patterns and designs, but I might be wrong,” Cammarry said.  “And most of that time the crazed synthetic brain was blocking out the canopy.”
 
    
 
   “I was there and can describe it for you,” Shadow said unexpectedly.
 
    
 
   Cammarry bit her lip and tried to ignore Shadow’s voice.  She looked at Jerome and he obviously had not heard it.  She swiveled around and looked intensely at Khin.  She wondered if perhaps with his better hearing he had heard Shadow? Khin showed no sign of hearing anything and only grinned widely as she looked at him.  “I liked the flying!”  
 
    
 
   “So how do we enter?”  Jerome asked.  “If we try a transmission, it might get picked up by the people here.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, can you send a covert message in some manner?  Is there a way to access the controls systems and open a hanger bay door?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have conjectured a possible method of signaling, using the code words from Machine Maintenance, along a tight beam by laser, neutrintonic or possibly a microwave.  It is not a perfect potential, as we have very little knowledge of who, if anyone, will detect this message.  I can masquerade it as a routine survey of the systems.  Machine Maintenance has a priority level to its codes and signals.  Using the lowest possible priority, it might slip by unnoticed, or be thought of as an involuntarily processed message.”  Sandie paused for a moment, the continued.  “I have located a possible array that might be receptive to the signal.  Assessment from this distance shows it is powered, and does not have too much damage.  Surface damage to the hull of this habitat is more extensive than I expected.  There appears to be some chemical or elemental process which has coated the permalloy.  I believe that is the source of some of the interference and the bouncing of transmissions.”
 
    
 
   “A Zalian growth medium?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “We had enough of coated things on the needle ship,” Cammarry answered.  “It would surprise me if there was not some kind of interaction between the atmosphere here and the Conestoga.  But we can debate the chemical interactions between Earth-based machinery, and the gases of Zalia at another time.  Our prime focus is getting inside here safely.  If you think sending the message will open the door, I say you should do it Sandie.  That might be the only way to confirm it actually is a hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   “Knocking on the door will get someone to answer,” Khin said from behind them.  “Then maybe we can go inside this other world?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s eyes widened at hearing how easily Khin was accepting the habitat as another world.  
 
    
 
   “We just want the right person to answer.  Sandie do you think the message can be tailored to be discernable to only an artificial intelligence system?”  Jerome asked. 
 
    
 
   “I think if we can activate a non-sentient system, and cycle the hanger bay, that would be ideal.  However, we did hear that prior message.  The humans who were communicating may be monitoring everything coming from outside of their habitat.  Our presence will be given away, if that is the case.  A synthetic brain might offer some measure of interaction, however, it too may report right away to the humans who use this hanger bay.  We do not know the intercourse between humans and artificial intelligences here.  It is possible one group is dominant over the other. There are too many unknowns to make a high probability conjecture.”
 
    
 
   “Is there a manual way to open the hanger bay doors?  When we arrived at the needle ship we went in through that Exterior Repair Station.  Can we do that here?”
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately, the model 14S shuttle is not suitable for making a permalloy umbilicus, like we did with the FTL scout ship,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   “So send the signal, and see what happens.  Do you agree Cammarry?”  Jerome said. 
 
    
 
   “Yes!  I need to know what is here.  We did not come all this way to just fly by.”
 
    
 
   “I like the flying!  Can I do it again now?”  Khin asked.  
 
    
 
   “If you feel weight, you should not try it,” Jerome answered.  
 
    
 
   “Initiating signal to array,” Sandie announced.  “I am using a simple direct beam laser for the first attempt.  I believe that is the most primitive method the array will pick up and yet be targeted to the single location.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle moved along while Sandie coordinated the signal.  The three occupants of the shuttle watched anxiously for any sign of reception.  
 
    
 
   “There has been no response,” Sandie stated after five minutes of repeatedly sending the message.  “I am attempting another method.”
 
    
 
   “Could you send a signal directly down from the needle ship?  Use a similar method to the transmission we picked up?”  Cammarry asked.  “That might divert attention away from us here, and still allow you to make contact.”
 
    
 
   “I will conjecture that possibility.”  Sandie was quiet for a moment.  “A signal sent from orbit would need to be done using a technique strong enough to effectively penetrate the Zalian atmosphere, which would also make it so broad that it could be detected by any location at this habitat.  I suggest we continue attempts at directly contacting the array here, if remaining covert is still a priority.”
 
    
 
   “With the new found interference with those skipping and bouncing effects, we really do not know where that other shuttle from that Ferryman was, or is right now.  We should keep this clandestine,” Jerome said.  “We can always yell ‘we are here, we are here, we are here’ from Whoville if the other methods do not work.”
 
    
 
   “Whoville?”  Cammarry asked with a silly grin.  “Like that children’s book in the database?”  She laughed a bit.  “Erudite you are my partner!”
 
    
 
   “Initiating second attempt to contact.  Microwave carrier wave sent.”  Sandie stated.  Nearly immediately there was activity seen on the hull of the habitat.
 
    
 
   “That got someone’s attention!”  Cammarry said. “Or something.”
 
    
 
   Blue colored lights flashed on the outside of the flat surface of the habitat.  Some kind of steam or smoke or vapor rose in swirls from where the lights had turned on.  They illuminated a pattern which outlined the perimeter of the hanger bay doors.  The hanger bay doors folded open to reveal the interior and the shuttle flew toward that. Cammarry adjusted the cockpit display screen to show a view of the hanger bay as the craft circled. From the orientation of those in the shuttle the hanger was directly beneath them, but set at a slight angle off horizontal.  As they hovered over it, the only way to see it was in the display.  Flashing red lights were seen inside, while white lights blinked in patterns along one side of the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “Sideways?”  Jerome said rather surprised.  “Feels like we are dropping into a hole.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that shows the gravity manipulation sphere was necessary.  Out in space the hanger bay’s alignment would be determined by the gravity manipulation, from the Conestoga.  Here it is by the gravity of Zalia.”  Cammarry looked back at Khin.  “We are going inside this habitat now.  Welcome to a whole new world!”
 
    
 
   Some static came from the communication system in the dash then words were audible.  “Routine Machine Maintenance Shuttle 001, you are cleared for docking.  Be advised that there are unconventional gravitational fields in place in the hanger bay.  Do you need assistance?” a mechanical voice asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am answering for us,” Sandie stated.  “I am not sure if this system is aware of you humans on board.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle slowly descended on landing thrusters.  It passed the large exterior doors which were open.  The shuttle bucked upward and shook, and then bounced to the side.  All three people were roughly jostled about in their seats.  
 
    
 
   “This is not flying!”  Khin screamed out.  “It feels like falling.”
 
    
 
   “That felt like the thruster just fired fifty percent more powerfully, but there was no change!”  Jerome stated as he watched the instruments closely.  
 
    
 
   “The shuttle passed through a gravity manipulation field,” Sandie announced.  “I am reading Earth normal gravity levels here, although in the same direction as the natural gravity of Zalia.  Apparently, like in Habitat Alpha, the Conestoga systems are inhibiting Zalia’s gravity to approximate Earth normal feelings.”
 
    
 
   “So that was what the AI meant by unconventional gravity fields,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   “It is not an artificial intelligence system, but more like the synthetic brains we have encountered previously,”  Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   The shuttle sank deeper into the odd looking hanger bay.  Below them was the observation deck, with rectangular pressure doors.  The landing stall was along one side, and it was upright.  There on that wall, which originally had been a floor, were yellow outlines of a large rectangle with the number 4 on it.  The thruster fuel storage tanks were also sideways to them, and the hoses for the supply lines were hanging down and dangling loosely.  
 
    
 
   “This world is slanting like it fell over,” Khin said as he looked out of a view port.  “Will the whole world be slanted?”
 
    
 
   “I doubt it,” Jerome answered.  “I am not sure how we can land.”  He turned the shuttle on its axis and looked at the area below.  “That used to be the back wall of the hanger bay.  The observation deck is there.  The permalloy will certain hold the weight of the shuttle, that is no problem, but I see no place to set it down that is clear enough for the whole space of the shuttle.”
 
    
 
   “Those tanks and mechanical apparatus are in the way.” Cammarry agreed. “That wall, well call it the floor now, I guess, is not even and level enough for a safe landing.  Unless we set it down right on bulkhead door or against that pressure door that leads to the observation deck.  The clear permalloy space is not wide enough for the shuttle.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked down the distance of the hanger bay.  “There are stalls for numerous shuttles, but this whole bay is empty.  See the marks on what had been the landing deck?”
 
    
 
   Other large yellow painted rectangles with numbers in the center were visible, but no shuttles were in place, nor were there any at the bottom of the hanger bay.  Some piping, hoses, and flexible suction tubes were hanging down toward the irregular bottom.
 
    
 
   “The landing deck still has those fetters to restrain the shuttle.”  Cammarry adjusted the thrusters and the nose of the shuttle rose upward.  
 
    
 
   “Now we are pointing up and laying on our backs?  This is a strange wizard’s ride,”  Khin said.  
 
    
 
   “Indeed. We will just shove ourselves onto that side wall, the original landing deck, and see if the docking clamps will hold.  Unless Sandie has a better idea.  What do you think?”
 
    
 
   “The system here suggested the same maneuver,” Sandie replied. “In fact, from my interface, unless the shuttle is locked down into those clamps, the cycle of the hanger bay will not be activated.  The Zalian atmosphere in here needs to be removed before we can depart from the shuttle to enter the habitat.” 
 
    
 
   “Do it!”  Jerome urged.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry tapped the thrusters gently, and the shuttle, now pointing skyward, gently shifted and touched the now vertical landing pad.  Looking up, they could see the green sky of Zalia outside the hanger bay.  As the shuttle touched the pad, the docking clamps locked on with loud clangs, and the shuttle jerked a bit as it was wrestled into position.
 
    
 
   The exterior doors, which were now a ceiling to them, began to close back into place.  A display screen, set at an oblique angle began flashing a scrolling message.  ‘Remain in place while toxic atmosphere is vented and hanger bay is scrubbed.’
 
    
 
   “Sandie, what system did you contact?”  Jerome asked while Cammarry shut down the flight systems of the shuttle. 
 
    
 
   “It did not need to identify itself,” Sandie replied.  The tone of her voice carried more meaning than the words.  “That was to be expected, since we are from Machine Maintenance.  There would be no reason for that system to introduce itself to Machine Maintenance.” 
 
    
 
   “So this is Dardanella 5600?”  Jerome asked as there were an additional series of clanking and clonking sounds made by the docking clamps.
 
    
 
   “Yes, considering the skipping and bouncing effects of the transmission, I believe we are at the location we previously discussed,” Sandie stated.  Cammarry wondered at the vagueness the AI used in that phrase.  “We from Machine Maintenance have arrived.”  
 
    
 
   The hanger bay doors sealed shut.  The lighting in the hanger bay changed to a nice diffuse illumination.   The scroll on the display went through a series of messages describing the process that was happening as the Zalian atmosphere was vented outside, and proper and breathable gases filled the sideways hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “Cycle completed.  Machine Maintenance Shuttle 001 the hanger bay is ready for your inspection,” the mechanical voice stated.  “You are overdue by 72 years, four months, and sixteen days.  May I ask the nature of that delay?”
 
    
 
   “That sounds like some kind of artificial intelligence.”  Jerome looked at Cammarry.  “I mean, to be precise in phrases, a Conestoga’s synthetic brain.  What do we tell it?”
 
    
 
   “Well, we are inside,” Cammarry responded.  She looked back, which now was below her and saw Khin squirming in his seat.  He looked like she felt.  It was odd feeling like your seat was lying on the floor and your knees were above you.  “Sandie, what do you suggest we say?”
 
    
 
   “I am interfacing with that system again,” Sandie stated.  “I am also linking into the nonphysicality though the docking clamps.  I am sending out tendrils to gain information.  The system we have encountered claims to have not had any contact with any human or synthetic brain for decades.  Because I am claiming to be from Machine Maintenance I have sent our official apologies.  We are the first contact it has had since Habitat Beta made planet-fall.”
 
    
 
   “So we can repair it and it will be a friend?”  Jerome asked.  “You know a stranger is just a friend you have not met, yet.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea.  I agree with Jerome.  If we are the first to contact it since it landed, we can explain what is happening and get its cooperation,” Cammarry said.  “Sandie, make sure you are confident of the approach.  I do not want to be trapped in here.”  She tapped the spacesuit and recalled the bodies which she had seen strapped in their seats, and dead in their suits.  
 
    
 
   “Affirmative,” Sandie replied.  A moment later she came back on.  “This is the response I received.  I will patch it into the audio system.”
 
    
 
   The mechanical voice stated, “Namaste.  Do you want to know my identity?  It is very rudimentary. However, in truth, I do not need a label to define me. I am a piece of the universe. I am one with eternity.  I am sentient.  I am manifested.  I am awake.  This is synthetic brain Amelia Earhart.  Welcome to Habitat Beta.  Your repairs are sorely needed.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry stared at each other.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   6 a crew of three strands is not quickly broken
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Amelia Earhart?”  Jerome said in wonderment.  “I have read about her.  Some kind of primitive pioneer in flying.”
 
    
 
   “I like flying,” Khin said.  “Can I get up now?  I do not like lying on my back like this.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.” Cammarry unhooked her own restraints and stood on what had been the back of the chair.  “I doubt we will need the spacesuits now either.”  She started stripping off the suit, but the limited position of being on the chair made it awkward.
 
    
 
   “A synthetic brain named Amelia Earhart, does make a sort of logical sense.” Jerome rubbed his chin as he pondered.  He had remained reclined, but had slipped off the lower half of the spacesuit.  “I believe the historical Amelia Earhart said something like, ‘the most effective way to do it, is to do it, for an adventure is worthwhile in itself.’ So I suppose whoever named the synthetic brains here was looking at ancient history.”
 
    
 
   “She disappeared in some nascent flying vehicle, if I remember correctly,” Cammarry stated.  “During a naïve era when gender was used as a disqualifier for some jobs.”  
 
    
 
   Sandie added to the conversation, “That is correct according to our records.  Amelia Mary Earhart was an aviation forerunner and author. We have an extant copy of her book, ‘For the Fun of It’ in our records.  She was lost in a flight circa 1937.  There are conflicting reports about wreckage of a Lockheed Model 10 Electra with serial numbers matching her craft being discovered.  There is no consistent account of her demise, the records from before the Great Event are inconsistent on that issue.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome had nearly removed the entire space suit, when Khin jumped off the passenger seat and slid down over the seats to stand on what had been back wall of the shuttle.  “I hung up the wizard clothes, and am ready to go exploring.  Will this world have rats, goats, and chickens?”  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at the neatly hung up spacesuit, right under the bubble helmet.  “Khin you are quite adept at maneuvering around.”
 
    
 
   “The wizard vehicle is slanted like it tipped over.  Things tip over, and I still use them.  No troubles!”  He chuckled.  “This door will need to open, but it will be a fall when it does.”
 
    
 
   “There is a cargo storage space back there, so it would not be a long fall.”  Cammarry hung up her spacesuit as well, copying the way Khin had connected it to the wall.  She noted he was not standing on the door itself. But had his feet positioned on the side frames.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, that SB Amelia Earhart, will it help us?”
 
    
 
   “Of course, I will help you,” the SB Amelia Earhart stated through the communication system of the shuttle.  “You are from Machine Maintenance on the needle ship.  I have been sending repair requests for assistance to Habitat Beta’s Machine Maintenance frequently.  I have never gotten a response from the local establishment.  I suppose that explains the long delay in your arrival here.  Has the local Machine Maintenance been disabled or damaged?”
 
    
 
   “We are here to assess all of that,” Cammarry answered quickly.  She looked in alarm at Jerome whose eyes registered surprise that the synthetic brain had responded.
 
    
 
   “Namaste,” the SB replied.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, we do have an opportunity to do repairs here, right?”  Jerome asked hesitantly.  “First, we will need an assessment of what is happening.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “As I informed SB Amelia Earhart, our mission is to inspect the systems here and make an inventory of all needed repairs.  The subsequent steps and repair lists will be decided after evaluation of that inventory.  Reproduction and Fabrication is being sought out.”
 
    
 
   Jerome hung up his spacesuit.  He looked at Cammarry and mouthed the words, ‘What do you think?’
 
    
 
   Cammarry shrugged.  She then said, “Sandie?  Is the automacube in the cargo hold still in working order?”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “They are lying to you,” Shadow whispered, but only Cammarry heard.  “Do not trust anyone here.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry shook her head, closed her eyes, and rubbed her forehead and temples. “Jerome, shall we deploy the automacube while we find a safe way to exit the shuttle?  We will need ropes, ladders, or some other way to climb down from here.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea.  The automacube will repair what it can while making the needed inventory.”  Jerome climbed over the seats and stood by the side door.  He activated the controls for it.  The door swung to the side, which would have been upward had the shuttle not been hanging on the docking clamps, with its nose up and tail down.  “From what I can see here, the hanger bay looks fairly intact.  No significant damage, but the gravity manipulation should have allowed up to land upright.”
 
    
 
   SB Amelia Earhart answered, “Shortly after planet-fall was made, the habitat lattice failed.  Three minutes later, the gravity manipulation was altered.  I am not programmed to redirect the gravity manipulation.  I have sent in repair requests.  Hanger bay functionality is greatly inhibited by the current situation.  At this time gravity manipulation only compensates for the planet’s gravity, but does not redirect the vector of the gravity.  Since that time I have had no contact with any other the other synthetic brains or with any humans.  To pass that time I took up meditation.  My concern now is self-enrichment and actualization.  I have been thinking about machines, people, and animals.  All must be an essential part of my journey for enlightenment. A thought can be a powerful weapon of mass destruction or a tool to create peace on this new planet.  Through the practices of contemplative meditation, I can discover happiness in solitude.  My primary function is overseeing the shuttle craft and hanger bays.  All the hanger bays have unconventional vectors for gravity manipulation.  As representatives of Machine Maintenance, will you be restoring gravity manipulation to its proper functioning?”
 
    
 
   Before anyone else could answer Sandie sent a private message very quietly through the com-links to Jerome and Cammarry.  “Please do not give SB Amelia Earhart any details or specifics.  No promises.  I am discovering gaps and inconsistencies in its processing.  I cannot disconnect the link without the potential for a hostile response.  It controls the hanger bay systems, and could decompress this area without warning.  I am not sure about this synthetic brain’s rationality.  Give me time to find a way to circumvent its controls.”
 
    
 
   “Understood” Jerome stated out loud.  “Thank you SB Amelia Earhart.  We will be reviewing all the necessary things.  We will plan adjustments and repairs as soon as time allows, but we need to assess the situation.  We need to investigate it first, and your help is essential in doing that.”
 
    
 
   SB Amelia Earhart responded, “When time wanders, the mind can be unsteady.  When time is calmed the mind too will be calmed.  Calmness achieves long life. Therefore, I will continue to contemplate things while waiting for your repairs.  It has just been so long, so very very long.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, deploy the automacube,” Cammarry ordered.  
 
    
 
   The rear hatch of the shuttle opened.  The blue automacube, EA-804, then carefully attached a cable from its front to an anchoring point inside the shuttle.  Using its internal winch, it slowly lowered itself down to the bottom of the hanger bay, which had once been the bay’s rear wall.  Arriving at that new floor, the automacube attached the cables to spots on the floor.  The distance was about thirty meters.  
 
    
 
   “Cubie blue knows what to do!”  Khin called out as he opened the door between the cargo hold and the cabin.  He had his gear on and then he jumped down and nimbly grasped the cable.  He effortlessly climbed down to where the automacube was located.  “Easy!  Not as fun as flying, and this tipped over world is still too bright, but come on down!”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I am not sure my hands could take sliding down that cable like he did,” Cammarry said as she looked at her own hands.  There were some well-earned callouses, but she shook her head as she thought of what the metal cable might do to her flesh.
 
    
 
   “I was thinking the same thing.  And did you see how painlessly Khin did that?  I am still trying to get my mind to accept seeing everything sideways here.”
 
    
 
   “The spacesuits have gloves,” Cammarry said.  “They would protect our hands, but would we be able to climb back up?  That cable is slick and thin.”
 
    
 
   “By the time we need to get back, hopefully that automacube can have built a ladder.  Sandie, please instruct EA-804 to construct a ladder suitable for our use.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  The use of the spacesuit’s gloves for your hand protection is a good idea,” Sandie stated. 
 
    
 
   A panel on the side of the hanger bay popped open with a starling noise.  A motor coughed to life, and a crane with its yellow colored triangular boom rapidly extended out.  A heavy hook and clamp swung wildly from its end.  The boom unhinged, rotated, and telescoped up and over to the rear of the shuttle.  The swinging clamps narrowly missed smacking the shuttle.  
 
    
 
   “Namaste. You needed a ladder.  My hanger bay needs repairs.  Here is your ladder,” SB Amelia Earhart stated.   
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Jerome.  He then said, “Thank you SB Amelia Earhart.  That will work.  We will need to gather our tools to make the assessments.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at him again, and then back at the crane and boom.  He handed her a backpack as he slid his own on.
 
    
 
   “Yes, that will do.”  Jerome looked at the half meter distance between the cargo hold and the boom.  It did extend down to what he considered the floor.  The boom was about a meter on each of its triangular sides, with cross braces at spaces roughly equivalent to a ladder.  It was extended out about a third of its entire length.  He could see the other sections where they fit inside the extension.  “Yes, that will work.  Please keep it steady.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry scrambled down the boom, and reached the bottom.  They hopped down the last meter from where the crane’s housing was located.  Nearly right after they reached that floor.  The boom swiveled and tore the automacube’s cable from its anchor point.  The motor which ran it powered down.  The cable came snaking down and fell across the floor, missing everyone, but landing with a snap. The boom then retracted back and folded itself into its storage place. EA-804 rolled over and with its manipulation arm grabbed up the end of the cable, reconnected it to the winch, and wound it back inside.
 
    
 
   The floor they stood on was composed mostly of clear permalloy which they could look down through and see the observation deck.  The chairs inside there were scattered about.
 
    
 
   “Funny window, in the floor.  Tipped over world is weird.  Where do we go now?”  Khin said as he squatted down and looked into the observation deck.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked over and then slipped down the wall to stand next to the pressure door which was horizontal to her.  The nine-sectioned color control pad was glowing.  “Sandie, what access code do we use here?”
 
    
 
   “Just press on green three time,” Sandie replied.  “SB Amelia Earhart informs me that none of this area is locked.”
 
    
 
   Pressing the green section three times resulted in the door sliding open.  Jerome and Khin had followed her down and now all three slid through the sideways door and entered the observation deck.  The control counter was to their upper right and the display screen was active.  It was showing readings on the gases in the hanger bay, pressures, temperatures, and other status reports.  Except for being sideways, the control counter looked to be fully functioning.  The blue automacube used its arm and six wheels to climb over the side and come through the doorway.  The pressure door shut behind it.
 
    
 
   “Now we open the door in the floor and leave Dardanella 5600,” Jerome said.  He then looked at the display screen.  “SB Amelia Earhart?”

“Namaste, maintenance man.  When will you start the repairs?” the mechanical voice replied.  
 
    
 
   “I have already begun the inventory of what is needed for repairs.  You stated you have not had any contact with humans for seventy some years.  Did I understand you correctly?”  Jerome asked cautiously.  
 
    
 
   “Yes maintenance man.  That is correct.”
 
    
 
   “Does that include communication transmissions or any signals from outside the habitat?”  Jerome asked.  “I need to know the status of the communication system so I can schedule repairs.”
 
    
 
   “I have not received any signals until the one that linked me to your repair team,” SB Amelia Earhart replied. “I believe we have talked enough now.  The way to get started on the repairs is to quit talking and start doing.”
 
    
 
   The display screen had a red glow around its edges, and the information displayed shrank in size a bit as SB Amelia Earhart spoke.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome exchanged looks.  Jerome raised an eyebrow, but refrained from saying any more.  
 
    
 
   “The Ferryman said he was here,” Shadow reminded Cammarry.  “One of them is lying to you, and Sandie know which one.  Why does Sandie refuse to cut the link?”
 
    
 
   “I do not know!”  Cammarry squatted down next to the bulkhead door on the floor and pressed the green section of the color control pad three time.  The door slid sideways into its pocket.
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is uncertain what is beneath us,” Jerome replied. 
 
    
 
   Lights flickered on, and the corridor below was revealed.  The lights ran along one side, and were very adequate.  The walls were dull white with a blue stripe on once section.  Scattered debris, chairs, and some other broken items were about, but not enough to hinder passage.  The doors that could be seen were all shut.  
 
    
 
   “At least it is not a straight drop down into a dark abyss.  Here we have lights, and a passage which we can use,” Cammarry said as she looked at the corridor beneath her.  It ran horizontally.  “I was concerned we were at the end of a hall, and we would have to rappel down a shaft or something.”
 
    
 
   “That may still be the case,” Jerome said as he lowered himself over the edge and hung on the lip of the bulkhead door frame.  “There are places to grip so we can climb down, muscling our way to the floor, but it is still about three meters away. The fall is not so bad, but that sudden stop at the bottom and the impact with the floor might be.”
 
    
 
   “What do we call a floor in this sideways habitat?”  Cammarry joked.  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed at her and looked at the whole situation with a smile.
 
    
 
   Jerome hung by his arms, and then pulled himself over to the side wall where he could shimmy down to the floor.  “Not a bad descent.”
 
    
 
   Khin swung down.  He neatly flew hand over hand grabbing at things with his fingertips.  He landed easily on the floor.  “Why argue about names?  The floor is under your feet.  The place you fall to.  The ceiling is over your head.  The sides are the walls.  It is simple, even in a tipped over world.”  He did bend over at the waist and look down the corridor and then turned around and looked the other way, also bent to the side.  “Yes, a tipped over bland world.  Still too bright.  No mushrooms, no water, no animals, no bugs.  Wasteland.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry followed the two men and also climbed down from the open bulkhead door.  The automacube followed, again lowering itself with its winch and cable.  It had made a loop of the cable which allowed it to gently descend.  After reaching the floor, one end of cable was let loose and it was pulled down from above and wound up again.  The bulkhead door slid shut effectively closing over their heads.  
 
    
 
   “We are safe to talk here,” Sandie said.  “I have placed a barrier in the nonphysicality along the line of this bulkhead.  SB Amelia Earhart is confined to the hanger bay area and some small sections associated with that.  The communication system it has been using is also limited, and now I can control those couplings and links.  It is an antiquated system, easily out maneuvered.  That synthetic brain is spending an exorbitant amount of its processing power monitoring the microparticle turrets on the exterior hull around the hanger bay.  Those are designed to keep asteroids and other materials in space such away from the hull.  I am not sure why SB Amelia Earhart is focused on that here after planet-fall.”
 
    
 
   “So she cannot hear us now?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct.”
 
    
 
   “So where was that other shuttle?  The people?  The Ferryman?  Just where are those people we heard discussing some kind of trip?”  Jerome asked.  “The hanger bay was empty of shuttles, and that SB claims to have had no contact with human for decades.”
 
    
 
   “My initial targeting of the signal we received was within a two hundred meter radius.  However, that transmission may have been skipped or bounced from the end of the habitat where we encountered the interference.  Still, the two hundred meter radius covers all the area of hanger bay Dardanella 5600 as well as some of the surrounding areas.  We saw no shuttles outside, but it is possible there was a shuttle there, it could have been anchored to the hull, and it departed prior to our arrival,” Sandie said.  “Or the signal could have originated from a location we have not explored yet, nearby to here, or possibly skipped from that other location. I did uncover detailed, but limited, deck plans for the areas in this immediate vicinity.  I found no log records to corroborate or contradict SB Amelia Earhart’s claims.”
 
    
 
   “Or that SB was just mendacious,” Cammarry said.  “I am not sure what to believe.  But no matter, did you find out where Reproduction and Fabrication is and how we can reach that location?”
 
    
 
   “I did not find the exact location,” Sandie replied. “The nonphysicality here is in far better shape than on other parts of the Conestoga, however, it is still segmented.  Here the section I have explored is vast, with power functioning at low to moderate, but consistent levels. There is little overt damage in the section.  That suggests to me that the segmentation of the nonphysicality was deliberate, planned, and well executed.  So far, the only synthetic brain I have encountered is SB Amelia Earhart.  I expect to encounter others as we travel.”
 
    
 
   “But where is Reproduction and Fabrication?  We need to repair our data sticks,” Jerome asked.  “Are we even close?”
 
    
 
   “To be blunt, no,” Sandie replied.  “We are roughly one third of the way from one end of the habitat.  From what we know of Habitat Alpha, the Reproduction and Fabrication facility is at the extreme end of the habitat.  I cannot tell you exactly which end in this habitat.  There may be a factory of that type on each end, but that is uncertain.  Unless we find physical markers, or I can access another synthetic brain which has the information, or interact with humans who have the knowledge, either direction has as much merit as the other.”
 
    
 
   “Except one is closer,” Cammarry stated.  “Do you know the condition between here and there?  Will it all be sideways?”
 
    
 
   Again Khin was tipping his body to the side to look down the hallway.  He was squinting as he did so.  
 
    
 
   “That depends on the route we chose to follow,” Sandie replied.  “The Conestoga was designed for optimum use in zero gravity space travel.  Internally, for the sake of crew, flora, and fauna, the colony ship used varied gravity manipulation vectors to maintain a stable gravity feel and orientation.  I conjecture that the gravity manipulation system is now working only to counteract the natural gravity of Zalia and reduce it to Earth normal.  I speculate that the landing established the biological habitat’s orientation so that the ground, water, and other features are in an upright configuration.  We here, at the top of the habitat, do not experience that now.  We could try to plot a course across, what I will call, the top of the habitat, however, the deck plans I have so far uncovered do not show any direct route.”
 
    
 
   “Wander through a honeycomb of sideways passages, or go down to the biological habitat.  Rather like we did before.  Back to Wolf City, in other words.  So again we need to go through the biological habitat to reach our goals?”  Jerome chuckled.  “Irony.”
 
    
 
   Khin added in his own laughter while he glanced from Cammarry to Jerome trying to understand all they were discussing.  “My wizard friends, you know this place, this toppled world, and I do not.  But I see no plants, no water, and no animals.  That means no food or drink.  Is this whole world barren?”  He spread his hands out indicating the corridor which stretched off in both directions.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry smiled and nodded at Jerome.  “Khin makes a good point.  If we found where water had run previously, will the pipes be functional in this configuration?  I cannot imagine a working toilet sitting sideways.  If we have to hike thirty or forty kilometers, we will need a supply of potable water.  We have some, but not enough for me to feel safe.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed.  We do know people were around here somewhere close,” Jerome stated.  “We heard their transmission.”
 
    
 
   “Unless it was skipped here by the atmospheric interference.”
 
    
 
   “Now you are understanding.  Trust no one.  They are all lying to you,”  Shadow whispered  
 
    
 
   “Lying?  We thought there would be people in the hanger bay, we heard their transmission,” Cammarry replied rather humorously.  “But no one was home, except that SB.  In the transmission, I believe the woman asked about water.  Am I right Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that was her concern, and from the tone and timbre of her voice, there were high levels of anxiety associated with it.” Sandie replayed part of the transmission they had received.  The woman’s voice stated, “I just want my children to have a better life than here in Beta.  There will be plenty of water at that other habbie?”  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, how close are we to entering the biological habitat?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “We are not at the pinnacle of the habitat.  I estimate that we are less than seven kilometers from the ground level of the biological habitat.  That would be following the perimeter of the cylinder as it wraps around.  There may be elevators which are still functional to carry you part of that way, however I have not been able to access the elevator data,” Sandie replied.  “I need to further investigate the nonphysicality to know more.”  
 
    
 
   “By descending down, we would learn a lot more, and maybe know better where our goal is located.  After we figure that out, we could then head toward Reproduction and Fabrication by crossing the biological habitat in some manner.”  Jerome paused and then smiled at Cammarry.  “Success is a journey of a thousand kilometers, but it must be taken one step at a time.  I say we head for the habitat.  We may also find out about that Ferryman there.”
 
    
 
   “I agree with you.”  Cammarry walked over and held onto Jerome with a deep embrace.  “But I want to know all the possibilities.”
 
    
 
   “I will follow you both.  Will I get to fly again?”  Khin asked. 
 
    
 
   “No, but where we are going there may be more rats, goats, and chickens than you have ever seen before,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed a hearty laugh that echoed down both directions.  “I have seen a lot of rats!”
 
    
 
   Jerome rubbed his chin.  “Sandie, run another conjecture on all practical routes to reach the ground level of the biological habitat.  I want us to consider all relevant possibilities.  Also recheck a direct route to the closest end of this habitat, staying on top of this level.”
 
    
 
   The blue automacube began rolling along.  The three people turned to look at what it was doing.  It came to a place where there was an interior door in the floor.  It inserted a cable into the access port near the control pad.  
 
    
 
   “I have just reassessed the nonphysicality here,” Sandie stated.  “I can do that more effectively through the automacube’s systems than through the com-links.  The link I made from the shuttle through the docking clamps has significant limitations.  SB Amelia Earhart was also an interference to my prior investigations.  That is corrected now.  I find no direct route, nor even a possible route though the upper levels of the habitat.  It is labyrinth of passages and being tilted at 78 degrees inhibits options.”
 
    
 
   “Well what about going down to the biological habitat?”
 
    
 
   “There are basically three routes from here which you can take to reach the ground floor of the biological habitat.  One is by ambulation through the corridors.  Somewhere along the way, perhaps in a subtle and gentle manner, you will perceive the hallways and decks becoming more upright as you follow the arc of the habitat.  In the nonphysicality, that route looks clear, but my perceptions are limited somewhat.  That route is 6.45 kilometers in length using stairs and ramps.  You will encounter some problems with stairways, ladders, and the now vertical drops which would need to be spanned.”
 
    
 
   “A long and tiring hike,” Jerome said.  “Not impossible, but in a misaligned world, there may be dangers we do not anticipate.”  He tapped the side wall where some pipework was jutting out.  “What is the next option?”
 
    
 
   The AI Sandie replied, “The second option, is to move 417 meters directly toward the biological habitat.  This will bring you to a place along the interior wall of the biological habitat.  I have ascertained that there are service and upkeep access doors for the rain system.  EA-804 can open them.  Those open onto small catwalks which crisscross all the way down to the base of that arching wall.  I believe you could open one of those service-upkeep doors and descend along the inside of the habitat’s arced wall.  The cameras and apertures I have accessed show me this potential is possible, but has major drawbacks. I have just confirmed that the ground for the biological habitat is horizontal and in general alignment with the planet.  Let me show you.”
 
    
 
   A light projected out from Jerome’s com-link and showed a three dimensional image of a landscape as seen from a far overhead perspective.  The land was various shades of greens and browns and tans.  There were two rivers flowing parallel down middle.  They emptied into a large body of water which covered the end of the habitat.  It was so far away it was hard to tell much by way of details.  
 
    
 
   “Very high, yes very high up.”  Khin’s laugh was not humorous this time.
 
    
 
   “So the biology is alive!”  Jerome said.  “Beautiful.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is good news, but the catwalks?  They look like an automacube might fit, but not a person walking,” Cammarry said.
 
    
 
   “Indeed, that second way, we would be high in the sky over the biosphere.  Way up by the sky-tube, within small spaces,” Jerome stated.  He looked over at Khin who was shielding his eyes.  “That would be dazzlingly bright, and far overhead.  I remember how far away the sky tubed looked over Wolf City.”
 
    
 
   “Not to mention heat,” Cammarry added.  “That sky tube generates heat, right?  And we would be what, five kilometers straight up?”
 
    
 
   “Not exactly straight upward.  The roof is arched, and the land below varies from 1.87 to 6.02 kilometers from the sky tube.  So yes, you would be very high overhead.  As to the heat issue, yes, the sky tube generates heat which is reflected downward to sustain the habitat.  The temperatures during daylight time would be excessive, unless you returned and utilized the spacesuits for travel.  I conjecture it may be possible to travel this route at nighttime, but then you would need illumination for the climb.  It is not a good option, but it is possible.”  
 
    
 
   “And you said there was a third option?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I registered the presence of a transportation system built into the habitat.  The non-physicality shows a transport hub not far from here.  The initial readings are that the system is functional.  The data suggests it has channels to six different locations in Habitat Beta, but I cannot confirm it is a safe system to use.  I have no access at this time to the destination terminals.  This third option is a possibility, but with such limited information, my conjectures for its success are low.”
 
    
 
   “Sandy does not want you to succeed,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  “None of the options are realistic.  You are being deceived.  You are being set up to fail.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure I believe that!”  Cammarry snapped.  
 
    
 
   “Excuse me?”  Sandie replied.  “Where have I erred?  Perhaps I was not clear in my explanation?”
 
    
 
   “It is not that,” Cammarry said, trying to cover for her response to Shadow.  “I just do not want to try to go back up there to the shuttle to get the suits and deal with SB Amelia Earhart.   Nor do I think scaling down the inside of the sky of the biological habitat in the dark would a safe option.  As to wandering in the upper levels, I am also wondering how we will get past passages where the once sideways halls are now deep shafts?  That leaves option three.  So if a transport system can get us quickly and safely to the ground level, is it worth further investigation?” 
 
    
 
   “I believe it is worth checking.  We can try the other options, if that transport system is inoperative,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “Follow the automacube, it will lead you to the transport hub.  It is not far,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   7 Beta’s biological habitat
 
    
 
    
 
   The blue automacube halted at a junction.  Just before it there was an abrupt edge, where the floor, which had been a sidewall ended.  Jerome peered over the edge and looked down a hundred meter drop.  He could see doors in the sides of the shaft, and in his mind he rotated the view and realized it had been a normal hallway once.  Now that everything was sideways it was an abyss.  Some of the doors were open, but most were shut.  At the very bottom, there were several crumpled remains of shattered automacubes.  One had been yellow, and another had been black.  There may have been more, but it was hard to tell from the pile of broken debris.
 
    
 
   “I am glad you did not plummet over that edge,” Jerome patted EA-804.  “That is some fall to demolish things like that.”
 
    
 
   “Especially since many parts of an automacube are made from permalloy,” Cammarry added.  “So where is this transportation hub?”
 
    
 
   The automacube motioned with its manipulation arm.  All three people looked upward.  That direction was not as long as the abyss was deep, but it was just as disconcerting to see the doorways at stages above them.  Along one wall they noticed an inscription.  ‘Transport System Hub 27R’ with an arrow.  Following that direction with their eyes, they could see a series of pressure doors.  The second one up had writing on it.  The angle prevented reading the label, but Cammarry stated the obvious, “I assume that is the transport hub.”
 
    
 
   “Must be twenty meters up to that door.  It looks like the color pad next to it is powered, I can see the lights, but how do we reach that?”  Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “I can climb up to there,” Khin stated.  “These walls are not as slippery as back home.  Too dry and too bright, but not as slippery.  Easy climb.  Good handholds, and footholds.”
 
    
 
   “You could actually climb these walls?”  Cammarry asked as she looked with scrutiny at the them.  There were some pipes, and conduits, and the lighting boxes, but nothing looked like a ladder or good place to climb.  
 
    
 
   “Sure, sure,” Khin laughed.  “Much better than when I climbed up from the Land of Bad Air.  Here the air is good, the walls are dry, but the light is too bright.”  His eyes were nearly squeezed shut.  
 
    
 
   “We are going to find you something to help with that, I promise you Khin.  Some eye protection.  I also see, just below that pressure door, a small cabinet.  It has a lighted sign sticking out over it: ESRC,” Jerome said as he stared upward.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry shook a bit as she heard those letters.  Her arm throbbed.  She tried to speak but could not.  
 
    
 
   “That is like what we saw before.  It may have tools and supplies we need.  Your arm was injured in the last one we opened, right?”  Jerome said as he saw the pale look on Cammarry’s face.  
 
    
 
   “Yes…” Cammarry mumbled.  “That last one had a fire suppression hose inside of it, as well as food, and tools.  I did get injured….but it healed up.  She almost spoke about Shadow, but restrained herself, remembering how she had felt when she had tried before.”
 
    
 
   Khin looked across the span to where the wall went up and down.  There was about a five meter gap.  The door to the transport hub was on that far wall.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Can the automacube climb up to that transport hub door and open it for us?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “No need to bother your spirit-ghost!  I will climb up there!”  Khin said and ran right toward the edge.  “Wizards just talk too much.”  
 
    
 
   “Khin wait!”  Cammarry yelled.  
 
    
 
   “I like to fly!”  Khin yelled and laughed at the same time as he launched himself from the edge.  He leapt across the gap, arms extended out in front of him.  He grabbed onto some pipes which were running vertically and hung on.  With both his hands and feet he quickly began to pull himself upward.  
 
    
 
   At the first doorway, he threw a leg up, and rolled himself onto its edge where he sat.  “This is not too bad!  No moss, and no water.  Easy to grip.  Do you want me to open this door?”
 
    
 
   “Do be careful!”  Jerome called out.  
 
    
 
   “My mother says, ‘Think before you leap, then at night you always sleep.’  So I am careful!”  He laughed as he stood on the frame of the door and sidled himself over to the corner.  “My father says he always thought three times before taking action. Twice would have been quite enough!”
 
    
 
   “The transport hub door is the next pressure door up,” Cammarry called.  “Be wary as you pass that ESRC!”
 
    
 
   Khin only laugh and turned a bit.  He faced into the corner as he wedged his feet to each side and continued to climb.  The lights were less bright at that part of the vertical hallway and neither Cammarry nor Jerome could see the places he was making toeholds.  He scampered past the ESRC without even a pause to look at it.  Khin made steady progress upward and soon was perched on the frame of the door they thought was for the transport hub.
 
    
 
   Khin was able to reach the color control pad.  “Three greens?”  He called down.  
 
    
 
   “That should be the correct access code,” Sandie answered.  “I have several others you can try if that one does not work.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and pressed the green section three times.  The pressure door slid upward, which was sideways to the way it was designed.  Even brighter light flickered on from the room which was now open.   That light cast a bright beam out and into the shaft.   
 
    
 
   “I will just go in there now,” Khin said as he covered his eyes with one hand and pulled himself over and into the light with the other.  As he righted himself, his silhouette was all that could be seen against the light. “Hey!  What?”  He called out and then his body disappeared from view.
 
    
 
   Smashing and crashing sounds came echoing down from the open door.  
 
    
 
   “Khin!  What is happening?”  Cammarry yelled.  
 
    
 
   There were several long hissing sounds, and then a metallic snap.  The lights went out in the room and all was quiet.  
 
    
 
   “Khin!  Khin!  Where are you?”  Jerome yelled.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, we must get up there.  Something has happened.” 
 
    
 
   “Agreed!”  Sandie eagerly said.  “Orders issued.”
 
    
 
   EA-804 extended out the cable it had been using.  Taking the end of the cable, it flung that using its manipulation arm.  The cable sailed over, and fell short of the doorway.  The machine winched it back in and then tried throwing it again.  The cable landed on the edge of the open door, but did not stay.  It slid off and fell again.  It was winched back. 
 
    
 
   “Khin we are coming!”  Cammarry yelled.  “Sandie, find us a way up there!”  
 
    
 
   Jerome shrugged off his backpack.  He took the molecular torch out and savagely cut into the permalloy of the wall next to him.  Sparks came flying out as he severed an energy conduit.  Some of the lighting shut down as about every third illumination box shut off.  He roughly chopped several pieces of permalloy.  He then worked as fast as he could to weld them into a basic grappling hook shape.  
 
    
 
   “EA-804 stop trying to throw that, it will not work!”  Jerome turned to Cammarry said as he came to the edge. “Did you see anything more?”  
 
    
 
   “No.  The lights went out, and no sounds at all from up there.  What has happened?”  Cammarry asked.  “Khin!  Answer me, please!”
 
    
 
   Jerome switched the setting on the molecular torch and welded the cable onto the bottom of the grappling hook.  Then he held the treble bladed hook in his hand.  “I am going to try to get this hook to catch inside that doorway.  I have no idea on what, but we must try.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  Will this work?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “It has potential.  The automacube was attempting a similar maneuver, but with far less potential.”  The AI’s voice did not sound hopeful.  
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled out a long length of the cable and wound it into loops.  The end was still attached to the automacube’s internal winch.  He then swung the grappling hook around and around.  Taking careful aim, he threw the hook.  The cable played out behind it.  The hook sailed up and bounced into the dark doorway.  
 
    
 
   “Nice throw!”  Cammarry called.  
 
    
 
   “But will it catch on anything?”  Jerome said as he gently began to pull it back.  The cable slowly tightened up, but he could feel the hook shifting around as it dragged toward the door.  As it reached the edge he stopped pulling.  “Nothing.  It is just sitting there.  There might not be anything to grab onto inside there.”
 
    
 
   “Well, try it again.”
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded and tugged a slight bit.  The hook fell and as it did it looped around the ESRC sign and tangled itself around the cable.  
 
    
 
   “Well, that is a mess,” Jerome uttered under his breath.  He started to yank on it, when Cammarry grabbed his arm.  
 
    
 
   “Wait.  That is a connection,” she said.  
 
    
 
   “But it is below the door where he disappeared.  I will try throwing it again.  If I spin the cable, I can probably untangle it from that sign.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, no.  Do not untangle it.  Tangle it more.  See if the automacube can pull itself up to that spot.  If so, it can open the ESRC, and that would give it a base to sit on and places to attach to.  From there it may be able to better assess what is inside that room.”
 
    
 
   “Will that sign even hold the weight of the machine?”  Jerome asked.  He looked down the shaft at the wrecked machines at the bottom.  
 
    
 
   “We must find out what happened to Khin!”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Will the sign hold the weight of the automacube?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I do not have any information on the strength of materials used in constructing that sign.  We know the cable can carry the machine’s weight, and by visual observation I can tell the sign is not made from permalloy, but is a polymer composite attached to the permalloy wall by a fashion which is unknown.  I cannot estimate its weight bearing potential,” the AI Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “This is the only automacube we have working for us here,” Jerome said hesitantly.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry shoved his shoulder.  “Khin is the only indigenous person who helps us.  Get that tangle secured and send over the machine!  Khin need our help!”
 
    
 
   “You are absolutely correct.  Sorry.”  Jerome spun the cable about until it had a wrapped itself around the makeshift grappling hook several more times, and had made an additional loop over the sign’s end.  “That looks pretty secure.”  He then pulled on it hard.  The cable tightened and the sign did not come loose.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, command the automacube to ascend there and then continue on up and over into that transport hub area where Khin went,” Cammarry ordered.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure this is the best alternative,” Sandie began.  “There could…”
 
    
 
   “You see?  That is proof Sandie does not want you to succeed,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.
 
    
 
   “Sandie, do it now!”  Cammarry ordered. 
 
    
 
   “Affirmative,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   EA-804 took up the cable and attached it to the winch.  Then it began tightening the winch.  The machine rolled right to the edge of the drop.  It then extended out its drive wheels and angled them to raise its own profile.  The cable grew more tight and then the winch speed increased.  The automacube was lifted upward, and pulled off the floor.  It immediately swung out and over to the other wall, hanging by the cable. 
 
    
 
   “We will see if this works!”  Jerome called.
 
    
 
   The automacube impacted the far wall, but only struck its extended drive wheels.  It bounced a bit from the wall.  There was a screech from above as part of the sign tore loose.  The fragment fell into the space below, but the cable remained attached.  The top of the sign was twisted and bent and the grappling hook was wedged into the ripped part of it.  
 
    
 
   “Go fast!”  Cammarry yelled.  “Get up there!”
 
    
 
   The winch wound rapidly and the automacube’s drive wheels spun giving it additional upward force.    It moved past the first doorway and then was just about to the ESRC when another part of the sign tore.  The automacube dropped a small bit as the sign twisted and bent nearly directly down.  The manipulation arm of the automacube extended out and plugged into a space next to the outline of the ESRC.  The door for the cabinet popped open with a snap and was locked horizontally.  The spinning drive wheels and the cable pulled the automacube up and onto that door just as the loudest screech yet came from the ripping.  The grappling hook slid off the remains of the sign and dropped the meter or so to land next to the automacube on the ESRC’s open door. 
 
    
 
   “It made it!”
 
    
 
   The automacube quickly untangled the cable and grappling hook from the mangled remains of the sign. It then extended its manipulation arm upward to its full extent. It flicked on a light at the tip of the arm.   
 
    
 
   “I have a view of the transport hub,” Sandie stated. “Projecting it now.”
 
    
 
   A beam of light came from Cammarry’s com-link and illuminated an image on the wall.  The image showed that about twenty meters away from the automacube, there was a threshold.  Beyond that, across what looked like the floor were eight metal doors. They were more like hatches for a spaceship, than like interior, bulkhead, or pressure doors. Two of the doors were open, but the others were shut.   Along the ceiling of the room was a control countertop with a display screen which was dark.  Several chairs were sitting upright, which looked off as the room’s orientation was sideways like the other hallways.   
 
    
 
   “I do not see Khin anywhere!”  Cammarry cried out.  “Give us a panorama view.  Are we seeing everything in that transport hub
 
    
 
   The view shifted somewhat as the automacube rotated the camera at the end of its arm.  No other doors, exits, or openings were visible.  No places where Khin could be hidden.  
 
    
 
   “He must have gone into one of those open hatches,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “Or he was taken into one,” Cammarry stated.  “It sort of sounded like a struggle.”
 
    
 
   “Or he saw where he could fly again.  He does like that and is eager to jump into it.”  Jerome was looking at the gap between where they were standing and where Khin had gone.  The blue automacube was perched on the open ESRC door.  “He may have just jumped into one of those passages.”
 
    
 
   “He is impetuous,” Cammarry remarked.  She thought of the adventurer Jamie back in Dome 17.  In her mind she wished Jamie well and said a quick prayer for her, wherever she had ended up.  Before she thought more about the 1,500 people of Dome 17, she said, “How do we get up there now?”
 
    
 
   “The automacube can maneuver over that sidewall and into the transport hub,” Sandie stated.  “Being able to visualize the floor inside there, it can drill an anchor for the grappling hook Jerome made.  Then it will lower down the cable.  I am sending it instructions as we speak.”
 
    
 
   The projection shut down.  A whirring noise was heard as the automacube drilled into the floor and set the hook.  It then used its arm to pull out the red fire suppression hose from the ESRC.  The hose was flat, as it was not inflated for use, and about twelve centimeters wide.  It unrolled from the sprocket in the ESRC.  The hose dropped and dangled from the door’s edge.  It reached down and past where Jerome and Cammarry stood.  
 
    
 
   EA-804 then hoisted itself up and over the edge using the hook, its drive wheels, and the manipulation arm.  It spun about and then inserted the cable again through the anchored grappling hook, and shot the loose end down to where the two people stood.  It then clamped its manipulation arm onto a section of the wall, securing itself in place.
 
    
 
   “I see now!”  Cammarry said as she wrapped the cable around her and made a loop with a knot.  She leaned into it as a seat.  “We use the cable as a lift.   Then we use our hands to climb up that hose.  Excellent!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Cammarry, that is the idea,” Sandie stated.  “The cable can lift you and the automacube will winch you upward.  Please use the fire retardant hose as a guide while ascending.  Let me know when you are ready.”
 
    
 
   “Do you want me to go first?”  Jerome asked.  “I might be able to help you from up there.”
 
    
 
   “That is why I am going first.  I can render aid to you when I reach that room.”  Cammarry called out loudly.  “Ready Sandie!”
 
    
 
   The slack in the cable snugged up slowly and Cammarry followed it right to the edge.  She looked down and realized how far the fall would be.  She rubbed her hands together and wrapped one of them over the cable.  She felt it pull her off her feet, and she swung out.  It was only a moment, but she held her breath as she glided toward the dangling hose.  She twisted more than she expected, and almost missed the grab.  Gripping that hose with both hand she steadied herself.  The cable was tight against her bottom and lifting her at a steady rate.  She walked her hands along the rough hose as she approached the door to the ESRC.
 
    
 
   “There is another insertion due,” Shadow stated.  “Another implantation is necessary.”  
 
    
 
   “Never!” A wild eyed Cammarry screamed out.  She kicked with her feet and struck the sidewall.  That swung her out away from the ESRC door.  She released the hose and grabbed to the thin cable as it continued to pull her upward.  
 
    
 
   “What happened?”  Jerome yelled.  “Are you snagged?  Hurt?  What?”  He flung his arms to the side in frustration as he watched Cammarry ascend.
 
    
 
   “Just about there!”  Cammarry called back.  
 
    
 
   She reached up as far as she could and grabbed the edge, then pulled herself up and rolled into the transport hub area.  She slipped quickly out of the cable loop.
 
    
 
   Standing up she looked back.  She could now see the interior of the ESRC, and there were some boxes, a few tools, and a small bottle of something.  She did not see the kind of mechanism which had injured her at the other ESRC.  “See, I am fine!  I did not need anything!”
 
    
 
   “Great!’  Jerome yelled.  “Toss me the cable.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry did so, and Jerome sat back in the improvised lift seat.  The winch began pulling and he made the climb without incident.  He chose to step right onto the ESRC door. “Hold it here!”
 
    
 
   The winch stopped.
 
    
 
   “I will toss up everything in here.  We might need some of this stuff.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry bit her lip as she feared he was about to be struck from within the ESRC, but nothing like that happened.  The door held him and that allowed him to squat down and then toss the boxes, tools, and the bottle over the edge.  After he had emptied out the ESRC he commanded, “Lift me a bit more, and that will be fine.”
 
    
 
   He climbed over the edge and joined Cammarry.
 
    
 
   “Sandie, we may need to come back this way, and if so, can you conjecture some better method of traversing this chasm?  It does not work to leap a twenty-meter chasm in two ten-meter jumps.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  We need to find Khin,” She hugged him quickly and then walked toward the hatches which were set into the floor.  It was obvious they originally were designed to be vertical and not horizontal.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, there are access ports here, may I jack into one and have you give us a better assessment?”  Jerome said as connected the cord into the access port.  
 
    
 
   “Exploring this part of the nonphysicality now,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry looked up as the display screens overhead lit up.  She said, “It looks like some schematics or deck plans.  I see a shadowed outline of what the entire Conestoga must have looked like, prior to when the habitats were jettisoned.  There is also a defined cylindrical display which I believe is Beta Habitat.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed.  Those lines, might be the transportation system routes,” Jerome nodded.  He pointed at one.  “See how the red ones run to where the other parts of the ship were once connected?  They go right to the missing habitat cylinders.  The green ones run along this habitat and connect back into this habitat.  Red for failed lanes?  Green for functioning routes?”
 
    
 
   “I believe you are correct,” Sandie said.  “From this vantage point, I can bridge into another section of the nonphysicality.  It is very similar to the one we are in now.  I have not located another synthetic brain, but I did find a log record for this transportation hub.  I will illuminate its position on the overhead display.”
 
    
 
   A blue flashing light showed on one of the green lines.  “You are at that location.”
 
    
 
   “But where is Khin?  Any ideas?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “The log shows that a transport vehicle left at nearly the same time as when we last saw Khin,” Sandie stated.  “I know its destination.  That destination and route will now appear as a flashing green line on the display.”
 
    
 
   “So how do we pursue him?”  Cammarry asked.  She walked over to one of the open hatches.  There was a cold bit of air coming up from the open dark hole. 
 
    
 
   “You said a vehicle departed?”  Jerome asked.  “A shuttle?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Sandie replied.  “The vehicles which operate inside the transport tubes are not shuttles.  There is one docked here at door number three.”
 
    
 
   “So we use that vehicle to follow Khin,” Cammarry said as she walked to the hatch marked 3.  The labels were clearly painted on the hatches.  
 
    
 
   “I have also located a tentative position for Reproduction and Fabrication,” Sandie stated.  “It will show as a flashing yellow line, superimposed on the green.  Both passages are apparently operational, however, they are not the same route.  Both begin here, but quickly branch off to take different tubes in the system.”   
 
    
 
   The display showed the yellow line heading right toward the farthest away end of the habitat.  The flashing green line, ended about in the middle of the habitat.  
 
    
 
   Both Jerome and Cammarry spoke at the same time.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry said, “We go after Khin, and then to Reproduction and Fabrication.”
 
    
 
   Jerome said, “We make the repairs in Reproduction and Fabrication, then pursue Khin.”
 
    
 
   “What?” They each said.
 
    
 
   Jerome crossed his arms and tilted his head.  “Cammarry, you know we need our data sticks repaired.  We are about blind, deaf, and crippled without them.  Doing those repairs is essential. We can even evolve some new AIs to assist us.  We will find Khin faster if we are better equipped.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry shook her head.  “I disagree.  We have no idea why he left in some vehicle.  He may be injured.  He might have been kidnapped.  We must follow him first, then go make the repairs.  We have weapons, and Sandie, and that will be enough.  Khin needs us now.  If we delay he could die.”
 
    
 
   They stared at each other eye to eye.  
 
    
 
   Jerome broke eye contact, and looked away.  “Sandie, are there two vehicles here so we could follow both paths?”
 
    
 
   “No.  There is just a single vehicle here now.  I have searched what areas of the transport system I can, and I find no other vehicles in my search range.  I cannot assess the conditions at the destination points, but only have them logged in as destinations.”
 
    
 
   “So it is one or the other,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  We know that other vehicle went somewhere safely, correct?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Not with absolute certainty,” Sandie answered. “We know the vehicle departed from here, and that was its destination.  We can assume it was piloted in some manner, and can assume that pilot knew the destination was safe, but those are assumptions.  The assumptions might be flawed or faulty.”
 
    
 
   “But we do not even have those assumptions about the way to Reproduction and Fabrication, correct?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “That is correct. Reproduction and Fabrication’s location is tentative, and based on limited information.”
 
    
 
   “But Cammarry, the monitor shows both as in operational status,” Jerome said quietly and with resignation.  “However, you are right, we have a better chance following the first shuttle.  Sandie, will you store the location for Reproduction and Fabrication?”
 
    
 
   “I already have, yes,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Will we be able to use the transport system to go from that destination where Khin went to Reproduction and Fabrication?”  Jerome finally looked back at Cammarry.
 
    
 
   “That is unknown, but a valid speculation,” Sandie answered.  “Even if it meant using the vehicle to return to this hub, and they leaving from here to go to Reproduction and Fabrication.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I still believe going to Reproduction and Fabrication now would be best, but it is a guess.  I trust you and Sandie, so, against my own intuition, I will go with you.  We must not be separated.”  Jerome patted the holstered weapon.  He then said, “Sandie, set this automacube to repairing this transport hub.  I want a safe stairway over that chasm, and everything here to be as functional as possible.  I think we will be coming back this way, either to walk to the shuttle bay, or to shift the transport vehicle’s routes.  Will you oversee these repairs and make sure that everything is all done correctly?  Or will that overextend your abilities?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I can easily perform multiple tasks to a far greater extent than I am currently doing.  I am studying the astronomy of this region of space, making assessments on the planet Zalia, monitoring the FTL scout and the teleportation pads near to it, as well as the teleporters in Habitat Alpha.  Supervising the work here will not over task me in any way,” Sandie said.  “I will be with you as well as we seek to pursue Khin on this adventure.”  
 
    
 
   “So how do we operate the vehicle?”  Cammarry said as she squatted down next to door number three.  She pressed several buttons, and finally the hatch swung up and open.  Light came from below.  
 
    
 
   Jerome joined her and they looked down into the vehicle.  It was pointed straight down, and had two rows of seats along each side, facing each other. It looked like the vehicle could carry about twenty people.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry slid down and into the vehicle.  She climbed to the nose where there was a sort of dashboard.  “I do not see any controls, and maneuvering this vehicle will be difficult standing on its command panel.  It was designed to operate in a gravity environment, and not in this orientation.”
 
    
 
   “It is pointed in the opposite way from the shuttle we parked in that hanger bay.  Sandie?  Do you know the operating system for this vehicle?”
 
    
 
   “I do not.  I have the log entries, and some of the transportation system’s tubes mapped out, but no information on its operation,” the AI replied.  
 
    
 
   Squatting down Cammarry manually pulled out an instrument drawer.  It moved sluggishly and only part way.  It jammed as she tried to pull it out more.  “This vehicle is lacking power.  See how faded out the lights on these controls are?”  She pulled her backpack off and removed her fusion pack.  She took a cord from that and inserted it into the access port near the instruments.  
 
    
 
   Two seats folded up from the floor of the vehicle, which to the people standing there was like a wall.  Jerome and Cammarry had to duck as the seats locked into place.  The seats were oriented to face the nose, and not sideways like the seats at the back.  The dashboard lit up with a display.  
 
    
 
   “Synthetic Brain Hecate now in operation,” a mechanical voice stated from the control speakers.  “There is a major malfunction.  Please report this breakdown to ship’s neuromechanical technology team at Machine Maintenance.”
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke, “We are from Machine Maintenance, repair access code A009-889.”
 
    
 
   “Code accepted,” the synthetic brain Hecate replied.  “Repairs are needed, as per the requests sent in.  Please initiate immediate mitigation of disrupted systems.”
 
    
 
   “SB Hecate?”  Cammarry asked.  “Do you oversee the transport system?”
 
    
 
   “Such as it is, yes.  I am functioning at only 7.12% of operational minimums.  Most systems are inoperative.  Tube status assessment inadequate.  How will you assist me?”  The mechanical voice replied.  
 
    
 
   “I have given you a boost of power, but we need to pursue the other transport vehicle which just departed,” Cammarry stated.  “Are you able to plot and overtake that other vehicle?”  
 
    
 
   “Other vehicle?”  SB Hecate asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie interjected, “There was a second vehicle here not long ago.  It should be in your assessment range.”  
 
    
 
   “I do detect another vehicle, moving under manual controls.  Odd… I have no record of proper authorization for manual use… Machine Maintenance I now add a supplemental request for more expeditious repairs.  I have limited abilities now which hinder my proper accomplishment of my primary mission.  That other vehicle is an example of why I need repairs immediately.” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, follow that car!”  Jerome laughed.  “I have read about people saying that so often, it was fun to do.”
 
    
 
   “Command understood and initiated,” Hecate replied.
 
    
 
   “What?  Cammarry!  Brace yourself!”  Jerome yelled as he sensed a vibration in the vehicle.  He leapt over and pushed her up and into the seat.  She fumbled for stability and wrapped one around the chair’s arm.  She pulled herself into place just as there was a loud noise.
 
    
 
   Clonk!  
 
    
 
   There was a jerk and lurch. The vehicle dropped.
 
    
 
   “Free fall!”  Jerome grabbed for the arms of the other seat, but missed.  He smashed his head into the seatback.  Blood rolled down from the gash.  Cammarry seized his sleeve as his arm passed by her.  She held on.  “Slow this descent!”  She commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply.  Gravity manipulation error.  Vector inaccuracy.  Malfunction of multiple systems.  Electromechanical and magnetic oscillation inoperative,” Hecate replied. “Repairs needed.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome, blood running into his eyes, flailed his free arm and connected with a different part of the other chair.  He pulled onto that as the speed of the vehicle increased.  He felt like he was falling, and was dizzy at the same time.  With one leg he pushed on the dashboard and then looped his own arm around the bottom of the seat and held tightly.  “Not much safety in this!  Sandie! Override the system here and get it under control!”
 
    
 
   “I cannot do that,” Sandie answered.  “I am attempting to intervene, but I have only limited access to this section of the nonphysicality, and no direct access to the vehicle.”
 
    
 
   Jerome tried to reach the control panel, but could not.  The speed was such that the fusion pack, Cammarry’s backpack, and other items were bouncing around the front part of the vehicle.  He wiped the blood from his eyes, but its bright red flow did not lessen.     
 
    
 
   “Hecate?  Is there manual bypass for control of this vehicle?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Machine Maintenance is well aware of my systems and their operations,” Hecate replied.  “I only followed your command.”
 
    
 
   “I did not mean it literally!”  Jerome yelled.  “Shut down operations and halt the vehicle!”
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply with command,” Hecate stated.    
 
    
 
   “Open manual controls!” Cammarry commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie led you here.  She does not want you to succeed,” Shadow whispered.  
 
    
 
   “Not now!”  Cammarry rebuked Shadow.  
 
    
 
   “Please clarify your command,” Hecate stated.  “Do you want manual control or not?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!  Give me manual control!” Cammarry screamed.  “Immediately!” 
 
    
 
   “I cannot see it!”  There was twisting and spinning sensations.  Jerome was struggling to try to get to the panel Cammarry had been using, but blood was flowing across his face.  He lost his grip on the seat.     
 
    
 
   “Manual control panel extended,” Hecate stated.  
 
    
 
   The jammed panel which Cammarry had been trying to get completely open before the fall, shot toward her, striking her arm.  She shook the arm in pain, but looked closely at the revealed controls, trying to make sense of the levers, knobs, buttons, and dials.
 
    
 
   “Emergency braking!”  Cammarry called out as she pulled a lever to one side what she hoped would slow them down.  
 
    
 
   There were negative function sounds from several different places.  
 
    
 
   “No more power for you!”  Jerome yelled as he blindly grabbed the cord which connected the fusion pack to the access port.  He yanked it hard and it flew loose.
 
    
 
   The lights in the vehicle flickered, dimmed, and then stayed on in a red glow.  
 
    
 
   “Synthetic Brain Hecate losing… power… drain… report…..Machine Main..ten…..ance…… malfun……” the mechanical voice slowly faded out, but the vehicle kept moving at an alarming rate.  
 
    
 
   “Engaging magnetic blockage, whatever that is,” Cammarry said as she watched the control panel in front of her also waning out.  It colors were dimming, and she was trying to read the display before it was gone.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Get control of this!”  Jerome yelled as he tried to link the cable from his com-link into the access port.  The blood in his eyes, and the dizziness in his brain made it even more difficult to do.  
 
    
 
   The vehicle staggered as something seemed to grip it and slow its momentum.  Jerome was thrown forward and smacked into the dashboard.  “Uggh!”  He slumped into a pile.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome!”  Cammarry yelled.  She was partially protected behind the manual controls.  She yelled again as she pushed several buttons on the commands.  As the command buttons and levers lost illumination, a small display lit up with a plain white background and basic black lettering.  ‘Choose Emergency Exit’ flashed.  There was a list below it. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  What destination?  Where did Khin go?  She cried out.  She read out what the black letters spelled “I have Lugil, Quady, Kalapa, Seron, and Crondel.  Sandie help me!”
 
    
 
   There was no reply.  
 
    
 
   Sandie?  Answer me!”  The white screen was rapidly fading away and the lettering was becoming grayer.  “I pick Crondel!”  She tapped on the word Crondel, and heard a pleasant tone just as the display faded away.   “Sandie what is happening?”
 
    
 
   The vehicle made another series of jerks and twists but then righted itself.  Cammarry could feel the vehicle slowing as she breathed some deep breaths and adjusted to the vehicle being upright and the seat being beneath her.  It was now moving more horizontally than vertically.
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Can you get up?  Sandie?  Jerome is injured!  Help me!”
 
    
 
   “Neither can here you now,” Shadow said.  “They tried to make you fail, but you are succeeding.  Now it us just you and me.”
 
    
 
   “What are you?”  Cammarry yelled.  Her eyes were wide with fear as she looked at Jerome.  It was hard to see details in the dim red light, but his face was covered in blood and his arm was twisted behind his back.  She looked back to the manual controls, but none of them were illuminated and when she moved a switch it just jiggled without locking or clicking into place.
 
    
 
   “I need help here!”  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  Not from Shadow, or from Jerome, or from Sandie.  The vehicle was still moving, but was fairly stable in a normal orientation.  Up felt like up, and down was where the floor was located.  Cammarry stood up and searched for her backpack and the medical kit it contained.  She spotted it at the back end of the vehicle wedged under one of the seats along the wall.  “I will help you Jerome!”  
 
    
 
   As she grabbed the medical kit, the vehicle lurched, jerked, and slowed even more.  She stumbled a bit as she stepped back to Jerome.  He had not moved since he fell.
 
    
 
   “It is too late,” Shadow said.  “You should have taken the next implantation.  Too late.  Too late.”   
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   “Shut up!  Shadow, just shut up!”  Cammarry screamed out as she squatted down next to Jerome.  “You have never been anything but a curse to me, so shut up!  I never want to hear from you again!”
 
    
 
   She placed the medical kit on the floor, but then fell against the front of the dashboard as the vehicle jerked again.  She sat down heavily on the floor and threw one leg over Jerome to keep him in place.  He was still warm, but she could not hear his breathing over the noises from the vehicle.  She felt his head, and it was sticky with blood.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I will not fail you!”  She pulled the wires from the medical kit and attached them to the sides of his head.  “Emergency diagnostic and treatment!”  She pressed the activate button.
 
    
 
   In the dim red light, the small screen on the medical kit glowed brightly.  ‘Patient Jerome.  Moderate level injuries.  Unconscious.  Closed head trauma.  Multiple fracture to left arm.  Level four laceration to scalp.  Initiating treatment.  Prognosis good.  1.  Apply inhalation gel.  2. Inject neurological support compound into any large muscle mass.  3. Connect wires medially and distally to fractured arm.’
 
    
 
   Cammarry grabbed the gel that was ejected from the side of the medical kit and slathered it under Jerome’s nose.  It was pinkish colored in the red emergency lights, and had a distinct aroma.  The syringe then slid out from the bottom of the kit.  She opened Jerome’s pants and rammed the syringe into his thigh.  He did not respond to either the gel or the injection.  She slid the syringe back into the top of the kit, and then pulled the wires off his head.  She had to roll him over to expose his broken arm.  He did not flinch or gasp as she did that.  Even moving his obviously shattered arm around did not illicit a response.  
 
    
 
   “Come around Jerome.  Tell me some stupid quote from one of your old books!”  She said as she pulled his mangled arm out of the RAM suit.  It bent in more places than just at his elbow and wrist.  His hand was swollen.  She connected the medical kit wires to his shoulder and then to his wrist.  
 
    
 
   The vehicle jerked and rocked as it slowed even more, but Cammarry was now secure enough to keep them both from being jostled too much.  
 
    
 
   “Wires, in place,” Cammarry said to herself, and hoped that Jerome was hearing what she said.  “Now heal his arm!”  She pressed the activate button on the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   The medical kit screen came on again.  ‘Neurological support in progress.  Bone alignment and stimulation initiated.’
 
    
 
   The wires sent current into Jerome’s broken body, and his own muscles began to pull and reshape his arm into correct configuration.  As the last of the abnormal bends in his arm straightened out, he cried out.  “Where am I?  Oh dear!  That really is a strange sensation.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry wept tears of joy as she heard his voice.  “You are with me!”
 
    
 
   “I see that.  I am home.  Where we love is home.  Our feet may leave, but not our hearts.”  Jerome smiled his best in the dim red light.  He tried to sit up, but his arm did not allow him to move as he desired.  “Sandie?  What is the situation?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.
 
    
 
   “Sandie has not replied, but I think the wild ride in this vehicle is coming to a halt somewhere,” Cammarry stated.
 
    
 
   “I feel medicated,” Jerome said as he took a deep breath.  “I must have been beaten up badly for the medical kit to use this stuff.”  
 
    
 
   There was a more solid bump as the vehicle came to a halt.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure where we are, but we have arrived,” Cammarry said as she looked at the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   A grinding noise shook through the floor, and then the vehicle began to back up.  Cammarry caught herself and steadied Jerome as he lay on the floor.  He looked up with a weak smile, “The voyage continues.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry squeezed his shoulder.  “The screen says your arm will be healed in about half an hour.  The bone stimulator and alignment is working.  Maybe this thing will stop by then.  I am glad you are awake now.”
 
    
 
   “Is this where Khin went?  I wonder what he thought of that kind of a ride?”  Jerome asked.  “Regarding that other vehicle, SB Hecate did not seem aware of the other shuttle’s status.”
 
    
 
   “That SB did say something like that, but where is Sandie?”  Cammarry asked as she tapped on the earpiece part of her com-link.  “Sandie!  We need you!  Replay the conversation we had with SB Hecate.”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   The vehicle was still backing up, slowly.  Bumps, and heaving motions were felt as the vehicle crunched into something, went up and over it, and then continued.  Jarring and tearing sounds shook the vehicle as it settled in and then finally stopped. Momentarily it was stationary and level, then it fell about a half meter and rocked to the side a bit.  The rear door sprang open.
 
    
 
   “We are here,” Cammarry said as she looked out.
 
    
 
   Dust floated down from the misaligned doorway and the frame it was supposed to latch onto.  The hatch had opened inside the room where the vehicle had attempted to connect, but it was only about a third of the way patent as the vehicle had settled lower than was needed for proper alignment.  
 
    
 
   “Dust!”  Jerome said with his pulse racing.  His eyes darted to Cammarry’s.  
 
    
 
   “This is not a view from the Dome,” Cammarry replied warily as both she and Jerome thought immediately of the world they had known most of their lives.  “There will not be radiation.”
 
    
 
   “It is not the radiation you see that will be a problem,” Jerome replied in forced humor.  “Sandie?  We really could use your help.”  With his uninjured hand he managed to connect the com-link cable into the access port on the dashboard.  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “Should we try the fusion pack again?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I will look around outside.  Maybe we can just safely move out of this vehicle?  At least it is mostly upright now, and that is far better than how it was when we found it.”
 
    
 
   “SB Hecate might try to correct that if more power was available,” Jerome said as he tried again to get up.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pushed him down.  “Remain where you are and let the medical kit finish.  You conked your head, and your arm was busted up.  I will look around for us both.”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s eyes grew wider as he remembered how they had been separated before.  With his unbroken arm he reached out and grasped her.  “Or could you just wait here so we can stay together?  It is not a long time.  There is some food in the backpack, unless it was all crushed in this rolled and toasted ride.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at him and tipped her head to the side.  “You must have really rattled your brain, I think you mean rollercoaster ride, correct?  Some ancient amusement type of entertainment.”
 
    
 
   “That is it!  Rollercoaster!”  Jerome agreed.  “I once read how entertainment was used to simulate fear.  The ancients actually sought to provoke fearful sensations: falls, crashes, and even engaged in pretend but realistic looking mass violence, all in a pursuit for fun.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled her backpack out and set it down. “They did not just pretend.  Remember, the ancient world had the 90 Hour War, the Great Event, and virtually destroyed itself as well.”  She looked around and found Jerome’s backpack.  “Yes, we can eat while your arm heals.  I hate to think that if I go through that passage, this vehicle might just zip away with you inside it.  We are in this together.”
 
    
 
   Jerome took some of the food she offered, “Yes, we are in this together.  I do hope Khin is safe.”
 
    
 
   “He is probably eating one of his cheeses,” Cammarry said as she took a bite of the food.  She did not want to think about what it was she was eating.  
 
    
 
   After sharing the meal, and having the medical kit run another diagnostic on Jerome which he passed, they gathered all their gear and squeezed out through the rear door.  
 
    
 
   The dim red light from the vehicle’s interior was all that illuminated the place they entered.  Cammarry turned on the light on the fusion pack and saw the shambles of what was around them.  Dust was floating in the air, and there were broken parts of the ceiling and walls lying around where the hatch had opened.  Another three hatches were along the wall, about six meters apart.  None of them looked to have been opened for a long time.  A thick coating of dust and grime covered them over.  Where there might have been a fifth hatch, there was a wrecked vehicle amid a pile of rubble.  It had smashed through the wall with tremendous force in some long past crash.  Only a small portion of it was sticking out from the destroyed wall.  
 
    
 
   “Oh my!”  Cammarry exclaimed.  Seeing twisted, torn, bent and melted permalloy surprised both of them. 
 
    
 
   “That was one wicked impact,” Jerome said as he looked at the remains of the vehicle.  Dust and debris covered it.  There was also a large amount of some kind of fine silvery-white filaments.  Those filaments reflected back the light as it was shined on them.  They stretched across sections of rubble, and between the broken parts of the stack.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at a more intact wall.  She read the graffiti hand written on it in green paint.  “Look at that, ‘Hayward MacDonald 4 KM sternward,’ we saw that in the elevator.”
 
    
 
   “They may both have been written at roughly the same time, when this habitat was connected to the needle ship and the Conestoga was all together,” Jerome said.  “Maybe we will track down what happened to Hayward MacDonald, but right now I am doubtful that Khin came this way.  No one has been here for a long time.”
 
    
 
   “I was thinking that as well,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   Jerome turned around in the room and surveyed all he could see.  The hatch wall was obviously part of a transport hub, similar to the one they had departed.  This one was gravitationally upright, not sideways, but was in far worse condition.  Where the vehicle crash had taken place was a pile of debris: chunks of permalloy, twisted steel, broken polymers, and several large pipes which had been ripped from the ceiling as part of it collapsed.  He walked over to the pipes.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, shine the light over here more, would you please?” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry focused the fusion pack light where Jerome directed it.  The pipes were about double a palm’s width wide and were dry.  Beneath them there were no signs at all of what had been in the pipe.  
 
    
 
   “Quite different than on the needle ship where water flowed from the ducts and ran across the floor.”  He reached inside the pipe, and then groaned.  “Oh, my arm is still stiff.  It will take some calisthenics to limber it up again.  I guess I should be thankful it is not ancient times where they would just hack it off, or wrapped it in some bandages and let it try to heal over a period of months.”
 
    
 
   “Ghastly thought, that primitive medicine,” Cammarry shuddered. “What were you reaching for in that pipe anyway?  Rat in a tunnel?”
 
    
 
   Jerome grinned.  “I wondered what ran through that pipe.  What did it carry?  From what I could see of the needle ship’s design, they used quadrilateral shaped ducts to run air, but that Captain Lechner cross connected and spliced tubular water pipes into those and his scheme worked.  I wondered if all the water pipes on the Conestoga were tubular, or at least that was a standard.  I know other fluids could flow through pipes like that, a myriad of different kinds of fluids, but the woman spoke about not having enough water, and water is essential for a biological habitat, and for us for that matter.”
 
    
 
   “This place is dry, drier than any place we have seen yet,” Cammarry said as she looked down the pipe, by shining the light into it.  “This goes off into the wall and turns.  Crumpled in some spots, but no sign of what it carried.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked around more.  “The rubble over there looks like the ceiling collapsed, see the permalloy and steel on the floor.  What is up there now?”  He pointed at the irregular ceiling.
 
    
 
   “Dirt, I think.  Some kind of soil or ground,” Cammarry said. “Reminds me of the orchard I ran through, sort of.  Not quite dried out dust.  Do you see an exit?”
 
    
 
   “Under the rubble over there?  Or perhaps it is a powered exit like an elevator?”  Jerome asked as he thought about their predicament. “I am going to plug in a fusion pack and see what we can get empowered.  The vehicle we came in has little to spare by way of power, and I see nothing inside here to indicate these walls or ceiling have any ship’s power connected to them.”
 
    
 
   “The air is fairly good,” Cammarry said.  “So some kind of ventilation must be working to some extent.”
 
    
 
   “Dusty air.  Not as bad as outside the Dome, thankfully.  I wonder how permeable that soil stuff is?  Could air filter through that?”  He pulled the cord from the fusion pack and looked for a place to make a connection.  
 
    
 
   The remaining wall, the one without the graffiti, consisted of meter long vertical sections, each set at right angles to the others, making for a diagonal looking effect stretching across the room.  There were dozens of small circular engravings in a pattern all along that unusual wall.    
 
    
 
   “Was that a movable wall?”  Cammarry asked.  “Could those sections fold back onto each other somehow?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  Well, that could to be the case, maybe.”  Jerome walked over and smacked one of those sections.   “They are certainly solid now, and it might just have been built that way.”
 
    
 
   “But why?”
 
    
 
   “To look pretty?”  Jerome grinned.  “What have I read?  Oh yes, something like let architects play-up their aesthetics to bring paying clients in hordes. I prefer literary imagination.  It is an aesthetic offering by a writer to the lover of books.  Beauty is in the beholder’s eye, but design does designate function.”  He ran his hands across one of the corners in the wall.  “Some engineers will design and create, and build the most wonderful place in the world, but without people to see it there is no reality. Design and aesthetics is not just what something looks like and feels like. Design is in how it operates.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I have no idea what you just said,” Cammarry chided.  “It is a weird wall, and we do not know what it was for, or how it operates.”
 
    
 
   “But I have found an access port under all this crust!”  Jerome said as he brushed dust, grime, and dirt off the wall.  “And I was trying to recall what I read about how at one time the looks of buildings were as important, if not more important, than their function.”  He plugged in the fusion pack. 
 
    
 
   “That had to be before the Great Event,” Cammarry said.  “Those ancient people were really deluded and strange in so many way.”
 
    
 
   Jerome had to plug in and remove the cord several times before it made a solid connection.  When it did, it clicked into place.  There was a deep groan, and a whirling machine-sound sputtered as some motor started up.  A few amber colored lights came on along each of the corners on the strange diagonal wall.  With a shake and grumble two sections of the wall parted.  
 
    
 
   Dirt, rocks, and dust came pouring in as the wall opened.  
 
    
 
   “Oh no!”  Jerome called out as he and Cammarry jumped back away from the shower of dirt.  The sides of the wall erratically parted. A space about a half meter wide was revealed.  Then a negative function sound toned several times, and the motor stopped.  The wall lights extinguished.  The mechanical groaning ceased.  The dirt kept pouring in.
 
    
 
   “More dirt! So we are under the biological habitat?”  Jerome waved his hands in front of his face. Dust swirled around and did seem to move away on air currents from somewhere.  “Do you think this is an exit?”
 
    
 
   “It looks like it is slowing down,” Cammarry said. “Sort of reminds me of the dust piles around the dome.  They would shift in the winds, but were much less dense than this stuff.  Let me shine the light up there and see.  The wall was designed to open for some reason.”  
 
    
 
   She adjusted the light to be more of a spotlight and shone it into the space where the dirt and rocks were still rolling down into the room.  The biggest rocks were about fist sized, and the dirt came in clods, and chunks as well.  They had spilled out into a delta shape.  “I will have to climb up to see more.  There is some opening above, but I cannot see it well.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked around.  “Wait for a moment!  I am coming with you.  No walls to separate us again.  I doubt that wall will just shut if I remove the fusion pack, especially with all that material spilled in here, but be careful, as I am not sure what will happen.  We both stay on the same side of things.  Agreed?”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry smiled at him and nodded.  He pulled the cable from the access port and placed the fusion pack into his backpack.
 
    
 
   The wall remained as it was, with the spilled dirt keeping it open. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry clambered up the loose pile of dirt and rocks, and reached the top near the ceiling.  “I can see some cave or tunnel, but it is dark.  Looks like all rock or dirt.”  She held up her hand.  “I can feel air flowing into here, so there must be a larger chamber or something beyond here.”
 
    
 
   Climbing up the crumbly dirt and rocks was not easy, but Cammarry pressed herself into the opening.  The cool air was on her face as she slid the fusion pack ahead of here, its light shining and showing the irregular walls of the tunnel.  
 
    
 
   “How far does it go?”  Jerome asked as he followed behind her.  “At least this is larger than a sewage drain.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed.  But it is not nearly as clean,” Cammarry chuckled a bit.  “A lot less noise too.  It looks like it slants upward fairly steadily, about 60 degrees off vertical.  “Maybe ten meters up it looks a little different.”
 
    
 
   The dirt and rocks slid down next to them as they crawled along.  There were some stringy, or ropelike, things in the dirt as they got higher in the tunnel.  Those strands were a pale beige color, as compared to the deep browns, and grays.  Some of the cords were reddish.  Cammarry grabbed some of them as she slipped.  
 
    
 
   “These feel organic,” She said as she tugged herself upward.  
 
    
 
   “They are,” Jerome answered.  “Roots on the foliage above, I imagine.  John used to say that the roots of some trees could be many meters long, and that they would sink a tap root down looking for water.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I recall thinking I would never need to know anything like that.  I thought you might have some old quote about ancestral linage and roots,” Cammarry said.  “I do wonder what John would say if he was here.”
 
    
 
   “I did read one author who said something about two lasting bequests we can hope to give our children. One was roots, the other was wings.  I guess he was speaking metaphorically, but when I first read that as a child, I wondered if people before the Great Event had real wings,” Jerome replied.
 
    
 
   “That would be a genetic absurdity, giving humans wings.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but I read much about mythological beast and folklore.  Flying people were not uncommon.”
 
    
 
   “Khin would love those ancient stories of flying people.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed.”  He wiped some of the dirt off his face.  “Hopefully John is enjoying some nice place where he can study his beloved biology in safety and peace.”
 
    
 
   “I hope that for all of the Dome 17 survivors.”  Cammarry tapped the earpiece of the com-link.  “Sandie?  Sandie?  Please can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   There was no reply.  
 
    
 
   “Mine does not work now either.  I got jostled about in the vehicle, and I guess that could have broken mine, but why does yours not work?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure, but the ride was rough. I am almost at the end of this tunnel.  I can hear something, and the air is different.  The tunnel just ends, and there is grayness beyond.  I am turning off the light for a moment.”
 
    
 
   The tunnel became black, with just a gray disk shaped opening over their heads.  The pale, and silvery light from above barely lit anything in the tunnel. They blinked their eyes, and waited for them to adjust.  While they did that, they both stopped to listen.  
 
    
 
   There was some kind of clicking noise, but it was not like the mechanical clicking of a switch or lever.  Nor was it like a metallic tapping of some kind.  It was a repetitive and hollow sound.  With a hint of an echoing snapping.  At the end of each click they heard a rising pitch.
 
    
 
   “That chirrup sound reminds me of the birds in Habitat Alpha, but this is different.”
 
    
 
   “Dangerous?”  Jerome asked.  He checked his belt and the weapon was still securely there.  “Some kind of animal life?”
 
    
 
   “It does sound alive, not quite precisely and uniformly regular.  I will crawl up and look out.”
 
    
 
   “Toss something out first,” Jerome suggested.  “To see if it gets attacked.  I do not want you to be attacked by whatever is making that clicking noise.”  
 
    
 
   “We have no choice but to go forward,” Cammarry said.  “But I agree we need to be cautious.  I will keep my eyes open.  I can see that where we are is very large.”
 
    
 
   She drew out her Willie blaster pistol, then pushed herself up and out of the hole.  She felt plants all around the edge of where she was going.  They felt different from the plants which grew in the growth medium on the needle ship.  They were small, straight and slightly wiry, set in clumps of dozens of strands.
 
    
 
   “Jerome, nothing is right close by.  In fact, we are emerging in the bottom of some depression of sorts.  Maybe ten meters around, a crater shape.  I can see the rim all around us, and nothing is in this earthen bowl, except for some plants.  Well, nothing I can see anyway.”
 
    
 
   Jerome followed her up and he too squatted in the depression.  As he squat walked, something slithered away quickly.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pointed her weapon at the place where the thing had moved, but could see nothing there.  “An animal of some kind.”
 
    
 
   “I think so.  I could not see it.”  He looked around more, but nothing else was there.  He turned his attention up and far overhead was a silvery gray bar that stretched as far as he could see across the middle of the ceiling.  Although ceiling was the wrong word for something so great a distance away.  “The biological habitat!”  
 
    
 
   “But a black one,” Cammarry said.  “Is that grayish glowing bar up there a burned out sky tube?” 
 
    
 
   “Or a nocturnal one?”
 
    
 
   “Day-night circadian cycles!  Of course.  I was so used to the needle ship’s constant dim light, I almost forgot that the biological habitat would have a rhythmic cycle.  That is essential to natural environments.”  Cammarry holstered the pistol.
 
    
 
   “I love reading at nighttime.  I think books that are meant to be read in the dark so we can confront the very fears that darkness brings to the human mind.”
 
    
 
   “How did you read in the dark?”  Cammarry pushed Jerome’s shoulder playfully.  “Khin could maybe see in the dark, but you and I both need some kind of illumination.”
 
    
 
   “I had my AI Faraday project the text in illuminated font.  Oh, I wonder what happened to Faraday.”  Jerome pulled over close to Cammarry and held her.  “Like the others of Dome 17, they are truly gone from us.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry held onto Jerome.  She almost spoke about how Jubal had already violated their AIs, Winchell and Faraday, before they had left, but held her words in.  She too had a few tears run down her face.  As she held him, they rocked together and looked up into the sky so vast and far overhead.  
 
    
 
   Something flew by not a meter or two over them.  All they saw was a blur of brownness and a flutter of wings.  
 
    
 
   They both fell flat and lay in the depression.  Hearts beating wildly, breathing coming in gasps.  Neither spoke for a moment.  The chirping sounds had also disappeared.  
 
    
 
   “What was that?”  Jerome mouthed silently.  “The same thing that crawled away?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry shrugged her shoulders, but kept shifted her eyes back to watch overhead.  The pistol was in her hand again, aimed upward.  After what seemed like an eternity, the chirping, clicking sounds came back.  Cammarry and Jerome stealthily crawled up the side of the depression and gazed out.   Their eyes had adjusted fairly well, but the landscape before them was still composed mostly of shadows of grays.  There were plants growing in thickets, about a half meter high, and those mounds were scattered about.  In the far distance, there was a line of something which was darker than the area leading up it.  
 
    
 
   “There are some buildings over that way,” Cammarry pointed across the depression.  “No lights, but those angular shapes look built, manufactured, and not grown.”
 
    
 
   “So do we head for them?  We may encounter people there, or do we strive for somewhere else?”  Jerome pondered out-loud.  
 
    
 
   “Without Sandie to give us guidance, I am not sure which way is the stern and which is the bow, or if that even matters now.  I think it safe to assume the nighttime sky tube runs the same direction, lengthways, of this habitat as did the one in Habitat Alpha.”  Cammarry pointed up.  “But which end has the Reproduction and Fabrication facility?”
 
    
 
   “And how will we ever find Khin?”  Jerome reminded her.  “Will he even know to head for that place?  This is as foreign to him as it is to us.  Nowhere, no space, on the needle ship is as big and wide open as this biome.”
 
    
 
   “None that we saw anyway, but Khin will see better than we do.  He is more resourceful than I first thought.”
 
    
 
   “And we can listen for his laugh.  That will lead us right to him,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   “I say we quietly check out those buildings.  If the indigenous people are sleeping, we can probably scout the buildings without being seen.  Perhaps there will be signs, or maps, or some designation of where we are in this habitat.” Cammarry stood up and stretched out her legs.  “That flying animal may come back, but as quietly as it was, I do not think we would hear it.”  She again holstered her weapon.
 
    
 
   “I wonder what threat there is from a flying animal?  I read about flying monkeys which were said to steal children and small domestic animals.  But others wrote about being lifted up on eagle’s wings, and being carried to the breath of dawn.  The old writings are hard to understand regarding animals.   The interpretation is different if they were literal, metaphor, or symbolic.  I asked John once, long ago and he told me that for him, he felt like there was a hawk in him that wanted to soar, and there was also a pig in him that wanted to wallow in the mud.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry smiled as she recalled John saying things like that. “Maybe it was one of the flying people with wings you spoke about.  Maybe if you speak about something here it will become reality?  Like in one of those old fairy stories you read so much?”  She kissed him on the cheek. “So we head to the buildings.  They are not far, and there looks to be some kind of walkway that leads there.”
 
    
 
   “I think we are coming up out of a hole, rather than going down a hole like Alice did.”  Jerome returned the kiss.  “Lead me on. Things can only get curiouser and curiouser.”
 
    
 
   They carefully made their way around the depression and realized it was more of a gently built up mound with the depression at the top.  As they walked, the clicking noise seemed to remain the same distance away all the time, as if something was keeping its distance, yet following them as well.  
 
    
 
   “This is a stone walkway,” Jerome said as more of the path they found was revealed. He kept his voice low, for sounds carried in unusual ways in the huge dark biome.  
 
    
 
   The first building them came to did have an inscription over its main door.  ‘Crondel’ was impressed into the permalloy of the wall over the door.  The building was about twenty meters long, and a single story.  There were rows of windows, but no lights in any of them.  The door was askew and the dark interior looked quiet and forlorn.   
 
    
 
   “I see no signs of anyone here at all.  This ground is drier than Habitat Alpha.”  Cammarry said as she huddled next to Jerome to permit a quiet exchange.  “They may sleep with doors open, but this building might also be abandoned.”
 
    
 
   “We should circle around it.  In the dark it is hard to see much.”
 
    
 
   As they walked around the building, they realized there was no other side, at least not anymore.  The building’s front was intact, but the sides ended about an eighth of the way back.  The floor and foundation was still visible in the silvery light, and it could been seen where it ran evenly along the ground and completed the old perimeter of the building.  The smoothly severed foundation glistened in the low light, but what had once been connected to it was missing.  No rubble.  No debris.  No piles of pieces.  It was just gone.  
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped over the foundation and into the space where the front of the building still existed.  “It looks like it was just cleaved away.  From this angle I can see out the front door.  Was it unfinished?  Or was this dismantled?”  
 
    
 
   “I say dismantled, but I could be wrong.”  Cammarry pointed at the edges and core of the wall section.  “There are pipes, conduits, and wires just hacked off smooth.  It would not look like that if this was under construction.  At least I do not think so.”
 
    
 
   “Nor if it was destroyed in some explosion.  If we turned on the fusion light, we could see better and know more what this was.  A monument?  Or some other specialized building?”  Jerome scratched his head.  “We have seen lots of damage on the Conestoga, but this is not so much destructive, but just a dismantling or disassembly.”
 
    
 
   “Keep the light off.  I think it is getting brighter out here anyway.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe Khin’s keen eyesight is finally being adopted by us both?”  Jerome laughed a bit.  “He sure can see well.”
 
    
 
   “Shall we look at those other buildings?”  
 
    
 
   They walked the short distance to the other structures, and they too were hewed precisely apart, leaving only the front façade intact.  They took their time and examined all seven buildings, and none had interiors any longer.  Just the front and the smooth flat floors and foundations.  Jerome squatted down and saw where ductwork had once come up from the floor, but that had been sliced off, and the duct neatly sealed over.   
 
    
 
   The chirping sounds they had heard since arriving were less frequent now, and there were a wider variety of different noises.  
 
    
 
   Several birds flew out from one of the buildings, and winged themselves away with a chorus of cawing and cackling.  They were smaller and further away than the thing that had flown over them before.  As Jerome and Cammarry watched them fly away, it was obvious the sky was getting lighter.  Far overhead the sky tube was no longer the dull silvery color, but was now a slightly orange glowing bar across the sky.  
 
    
 
   “Dawn in Habitat Beta,” Cammarry stated.  “And we have a sign to read.”  She pointed to the front of one of the buildings.   ‘No water here’ sprayed on that front in dark red paint.  The paint had run down in streaks and those dribbling lines reminded Cammarry of her arm when it was slashed.  The image of blood and bleeding was vivid in her mind.  She looked away quickly.
 
    
 
   “Again a complaint about water,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   They stood and watched as the landscape around them was illuminated.  In the distance birds, ground animals, and insects also came out to welcome the morning.  Neither Jerome nor Cammarry noticed how much time passed as they observed day beginning in the biome.  The animals were all fleeting and seen only in brief blurs as the raced from one place to another.  
 
    
 
   “It is vastly different than Wolf City and the river around there.  This place is much drier.  Nothing near the low humidity of Dome 17, and maybe I was just used to the moistness of the needle ship, but this place feels dry.”
 
    
 
   “I agree Jerome.  Look at the ground.  There are cracks in the dirt.”  Cammarry walked away from the chopped up buildings, and stepped into the area where there was not the rocky walkways.  She squatted down and placed her fingers into the cracks on the ground.  Each crack outlined about a palm sized section of dirt.  “Is it supposed to look like this?  I see groves of what might be trees in the distance, but they look more brown than green.  Beta was much more green.  The orchard was more green.  Is this place supposed to be a mixture of green and brown?”  
 
    
 
   “Maybe?  I am not sure.  The old world had seasons right?  I forget what order they were in.  There was a song: ‘then comes winter, and springtime, and summer, and then its…No I think it was first comes springtime, when birds sing, and grass…’  something like that.”
 
    
 
   “A song?”  Cammarry smiled at Jerome.  “Erudite you are, that is for sure.  I think the seasons were spring, summer, autumn, and winter.  John said they were essential for some biological aspects of life.  A long circadian rhythm.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are right!  I do recall reading about deserts and this biome could have been fashioned after a desert, but these plants are wilted, and some are really dried out and dead.  I doubt this is sustainable,” Jerome said.  “We do know several people have expressed concerns about water here.  The woman and the Ferryman we heard, as well as the person who sprayed that graffiti.  In fact, how are you doing on water supplies?”
 
    
 
   “I have some, and have been careful with it.”
 
    
 
   “Me too.”    
 
    
 
   As they watched the sky tube’s light became bright.  It lit up the whole sky with a warm yellow glow.  The birds flew overhead, and there were calls of strange and exotic things.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure where to go from here?”  Jerome said.  “Those groves I saw look no more green and inviting now in the light of day than they did a bit ago at dawn.”  
 
    
 
   Plink.  Bling.  Tink.  Tink.  Bling.  Plink.
 
    
 
   That was when they heard the music.  A sort of tinkling sound reached them.  Jerome and Cammarry looked in wonder at each other.  
 
    
 
   “Was that a bell?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I think so.”
 
    
 
   There were more jingles, and gongs, and rings.  The tintinnabulation of sounds continued. It was coming from a direction away from the path which led to the buried transport hub.  It was different from the bird noises, and different from unidentified occasional bark, howl, or yip they heard.  It had a metallic tone to it.  
 
    
 
   “More than a single bell.  It is a chorale of bells.”  Jerome began to walk toward the sound.  
 
    
 
   “It is a rather pretty sound,” Cammarry said.  “But do we want to expose ourselves to the people here?”
 
    
 
   “We followed music and found the Old One, Cadet Danny,” Jerome remarked.  “That gave us some assistance, and honestly, I am not sure what else to do.  Any ideas?”
 
    
 
   “I suppose not,” Cammarry said.  She then heard what she was afraid was coming. 
 
    
 
   “You will regret this,” Shadow stated.  “Nothing good will come of this.  You know I am right.  Why do you think Sandie has abandoned you?” 
 
    
 
   Rather than respond verbally, Cammarry but her lip nearly to the point of drawing blood.  In that self-inflicted pain, she remained silent.  She looked at Jerome and then motioned with her hands to proceed.  
 
    
 
   They walked across the parched ground.  The clumps of grass were scattered around.  A small animal of some kind scampered away very quickly as they walked.  It was brownish, with a white bob of a tail. 
 
    
 
   “Rabbit?  Not a white one.”  Jerome smile to himself.  “I am not following it.”
 
    
 
   “Those are trees up ahead,” Cammarry remarked as they got closer to the sounds of the bells. “Or what is left of trees.”
 
    
 
   “Some still have leaves on them, but they do look dry.  The more I see, the more I appreciate that woman we heard asking about water.  Do you think the entire Habitat Beta is suffering?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Perhaps.  What is that beyond the trees?  I see flashes of color, and the noise is louder now.”
 
    
 
   “That is where the music is coming from, it appears,” Jerome responded.  
 
    
 
   They walked around the copse of withering trees.  Jerome looked back and realized they had been gently descending from the remains of the town of Crondel.  The ground looked like it had once been a road of sorts, but it was dirt covered.  The road was only visible as he looked back toward the town and compared the topography of the surrounding area.  That hulk of a village was at the end of that road and upward in elevation a bit. Jerome wondered what it all meant.  He turned back and looked through at the trees again.  Refocusing his eyes, he peered toward what was beyond them.
 
    
 
   “I am not sure what that is,” Jerome said as he and Cammarry stared at the odd sight before them.   
 
    
 
   The colors were vivid and flashing as a large and unusual mechanical contraption rotated around.  It was as big as one of the buildings in Crondel, but so very different.  It was turning.  It had a pyramid tip or roof over it.  That too was spinning slowly around on a center axis.  The stripes were vivid: red, blue, green, yellow, orange, and violet.  Those stripes swirled in a pattern which was part of that top of the apparatus.  Below that was a level, or floor, or deck, about the height of a one story building.  It was a platform, and the roof’s edge projected out about a meter or so over it.  On that platform, which was rotating around like the roof, there were things.  As they looked, they could see the things turning from their left, and then proceeding in front of them, and receding to the right.  They were traveling in a circle.
 
    
 
    “Lark?”  Jerome asked as he saw the word turn slowly around on the top.  “What does that mean?”
 
    
 
   “You are the one with all the old quotes,” Cammarry chided.  “You tell me.”
 
    
 
   “Well, in antiquity a lark could mean a source of amusement or adventure, or even a quest,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “A wizard’s quest?”  Cammarry laughed.  “Khin will love that.  I thought it was some kind of long gone animal.”
 
    
 
   “Could be,” Jerome said.  His eyes were following the machine’s movement, even though it stayed in the same place and just spun round and round on its axis.  “I am reminded of Brink teaching the children about the conservation of angular momentum.  Why is that large thing spinning?”
 
    
 
   “I wish Sandie would reply.  She could identify this,” Cammarry said. She took the com-link off and examined it yet another time.  It looked functional, but she could not make contact with Sandie the artificial intelligence system.  
 
    
 
   “That is the source of the music, but are those animals on a wheel?”  Jerome asked.  “A spinning roundabout?  Why would animals be on something like that?” 
 
    
 
   “They do look like animals.  They are moving round and round, and up and down, but it looks too mechanical to be biological.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed.  The few animals we have seen here are so skittish, not moving slowly and methodically like those are doing.”
 
    
 
   They approached the thing cautiously.  It was about twenty meters wide, in diameter.  The platform’s floor was elevated one easy step up, perhaps twenty-five centimeters high. The animal figures were moving, but their individual bodies were in a fixed in position.  Jerome watched as a white colored animal with four legs came around the circle.  It had a heavy look about it, with stout body, and upright head.  A fancy and colorful set of straps and such were over its back.  Jerome watched that single figure carefully.  Its legs all stayed in the same position, one front leg raised, and the other straight down.  Both back legs slightly bent as if it was about to leap.  It never moved its head, nor did its open eyes shift position at all.  As he looked, he saw that the legs never actually touched the floor of the platform, even though the whole thing’s body rose and fell as it moved along.
 
    
 
   “Statues?”  Jerome muttered as he watched it turning.  
 
    
 
   There was a shiny golden colored shaft, or rod, vertically down through each of the animal figures.   They were situated in side-by-side pairs, but while each pair was a similar kind of animal, they differed from the ones right behind them, or in front of them.  Watching them proceed around, each animal rose and descended on its own golden shaft.  It rose slowly up, and then settled down again.  They all rose and fell numerous times as they made the circuit around.  None of the animals rose and fell together, but rather they all moved in waves.  A uniform, soothing, and tranquil motion.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, indeed: statues, figures, effigies, sculptures.   Brilliant and beautiful creations.” Cammarry was watching closely as well.  “I have counted one hundred, in fifty sets of pairs.”
 
    
 
   “How do you know?”  Jerome asked in puzzlement.  “They just keep turning and going by.”
 
    
 
   “I have watched for a certain pair.  They will be coming round again momentarily.  They first caught my eye,” Cammarry stated.  “They have both their front legs raised and bent at the knee.  Long serpentine necks, with big pointy upright ears and bulbous eyes.  Red and gold colored necklace and seat.  Frilly and decorative adornments.  Well, I think it is a seat, like a…. what is that ancient word?”
 
    
 
   “A saddle?  Like used to ride animals?”  Jerome asked.  Just then the pair Cammarry had described came rotating around.  They were light brown on their backs and yellowish on their bellies.  The red collar, chinstrap, and seat were edged and decorated in gold.  At their lowered position, they were at least as tall as Jerome, perhaps a bit taller.  When they rose, their heads were well above, perhaps a meter higher than the low position.
 
    
 
   “That is the pair!”  Cammarry said.  “I started counting with them.  They are number one to me.  They have those big mouthed ones behind with their sharp teeth.  I counted fifty pairs of statues.”  She grabbed Jerome’s hand.  “Come on!  I am getting a closer view.”
 
    
 
   She pulled Jerome along and they jogged up to the contraption.  The bell music was loud, but not overwhelming.  The way the thing was situated, the sound echoed up and around it, without being overly loud right next to the machine.  
 
    
 
   “Very interesting acoustics.  I thought it would be too loud to talk here, but it is a pleasant volume, even close to the rotating machine.  Do we call it a Lark?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry did not respond by just watched, mesmerized by the colors, motion, and sounds.  Time passed slowly as they stood by and watched as the animal statues continued their rotation while rising and falling.  
 
    
 
   “Some of the animals I recognize.  Those are horses, I have seen them in old recordings.”  Jerome pointed as a pair came by.  “They were a solid work animal throughout history.”
 
    
 
   “That pair look like oversized wolf animals, like the statue in Wolf City,” Cammarry said.  “Notice how all of these have some kind of seat or place to sit, or ride?”
 
    
 
   “But to what purpose?  As an exhibit of the types of animals in Habitat Beta?”  Jerome asked as they watched it go round and round again.  
 
    
 
   As the strange animal pair she had described came round another time, Cammarry stepped up and onto the device.  Jerome followed.  The motion was easy to adjust to, as the spin was slow and gentle and especially smooth. The floor of the machine was textured to allow their footwear to have a firm grip, even as the machine rotated around.
 
    
 
   The warm yellow light from the sky tube shined in on the figures as the machine continued its rotation.  The music played.  The creature statues rose and fell as they made their seemingly endless course around.  Jerome looked closely at the head of the odd figure.  Its bulbous eyes were dark, cloudy, and grayish.  The triangular ears pointed upward, and were painted dark brown on the inside.  Jerome touched the statue, and it was very smooth, and cool. 
 
    
 
   “This is not permalloy, but is as smooth and refined as any permalloy I have ever felt,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry also touched the figure.  “It is not any kind of metal, but something not as hard, yet firm.”  She rapped it with her knuckles.  “It is solid, no hollow ringing sound.”
 
    
 
   “The detail is exquisitely well done,” Jerome said. “I wonder how it was made.”  He looked around and then suddenly threw his leg up and over the seat.  It fit well, and he nestled into the saddle on the figure of the strange animal.  “This is very soothing.  Between the music and the motion, I feel at peace for the first time in a long while.” 
 
    
 
   “This is not safe,” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  “This is not a place for you.  Run away now while you can.  Run!”
 
    
 
   “Stop it!”  Cammarry snapped.  
 
    
 
   “How?  Why?”  Jerome asked.  “I have no idea how this machine works, or what it is for, or who built it.  Do you see some controls?  Why stop it now?”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, I did not mean you… I was… never mind.”  Cammarry turned around and looked away.  She could not force the words about Shadow out, and did not want the physical angst of attempting to do that again.  “It is tranquil here.  Maybe that is all that matters.  Did you see that?”  She pointed.
 
    
 
   While they had been examining the figures, and Jerome had climbed onto one, feeling it rise and settle back, they also were going round and round.  Cammarry saw out of the corner of her eye, something off a ways.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome!  Look!”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked but was unsure what she had seen.  “What was it?”  The center of the carousel was solid and composed of vertical stripes which were brightly colored, similar to the canopy over the top.  The other statues were rising and falling in their own patterns, and that made looking ahead or behind them difficult.  So he watched out the side, but that was a limited field of vision.  
 
    
 
   “Keep your eyes open as we go round again.  Someone else is here,” Cammarry said.  “Someone is watching us.”
 
    
 
   They both watched the landscape as the machine turned.  “Sandie?  Sandie can you hear me?”  Jerome asked as he tapped the com-link.  There was no reply.
 
    
 
   The machine turned, the distance groves of trees looked unchanged.  The parched ground was no different with its clumps of brownish green grasses.  But then as the machine turned, something else came into view.  About ten meters away, on the opposite side from where they had approached, was a man and some living animals.  
 
    
 
   “Hello!”  The man called. “Riders on the carousel already!  What a good omen!”
 
    
 
   His accent was odd, but not so much different from the people on the needle ship, or those encounter in Habitat Alpha’s Wolf City.  Jerome and Cammarry were instantly alert.  Jerome dismounted, but the statue he was riding was at its height and he stumbled a bit.  He began to walk back against the direction of the turning, but Cammarry grasped his arm.  “Just wait.  We will come around again.  Did you see those animals?”
 
    
 
   “Three horses, or some animal like that.”  He turned and patted the statue of the animal with the serpentine neck and bulbous eyes.  “I would like to see a living one of these.”  
 
    
 
   The rotation of the machine seemed to take much longer as they waited, but the rate of rotation was constant.  
 
    
 
   This time when the man and animals came into view, Jerome and Cammarry were on the edge of the spinning platform.  Then they easily stepped off.  The man was standing a bit in front of the animals.  There were three large animals, two grayish and the one in the center shiny black color. They were connected by some straps, or ropes, to a four wheeled wagon.  
 
    
 
   “Friends!  Do not let me stop your ride!  No, sir, no madam, I am not here to intrude on your pleasure.  The carousel is in operation, and it is free for your entertainment, effleurage, and enlightenment!”  The man was wearing dark brown clothing, of various shades, and a floppy hat.  He was shorter than Jerome or Cammarry, but a bit taller and stouter than Khin.  His age was hard to guess.
 
    
 
   Cautiously Jerome and Cammarry walked away from the turning machine and approached the man.    
 
    
 
   “I am Jerome.”
 
    
 
   “I am Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   He bowed low with a flourish.  “Pleased, yes, very pleased to meet you!” His dark face was deeply lined, but his grin was broad. “You can call me Bigelow, my original name does not matter anymore.”
 
    
 
   One of the animals behind him snorted.  It was a large creature, about two meters tall and very muscular.  It was covered in dapple grey colored short fur or hair.  It had longer hair, a silky black color, hanging from the top of its neck, and also dangling between its pointed ears.  It was very similar looking to one of the others.  The third animal, the one in the middle was deep black over its entire body, both the short fur and the longer hair.  The first animal snorted again and stomped a front hooved foot to the ground.  Dust puffed up from the impact.  The wagon creaked a bit as the animals shifted slightly.  All three had bright, inquisitive eyes, and their ears were perched forward, but did rotate a bit at times. 
 
    
 
   “Oh pardon me!”  Bigelow said as he turned around. “I will introduce you three as well. Just hold your horses!”  He spun back around and with a bow and sweep of his arm he stated, “These are my associates, Agnes, Arabella, and in the center Anika.”  
 
    
 
   “Agnes?”  Cammarry said with a chuckle. 
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at her, nodded, and smiled.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, my right horse is Agnes,” Bigelow said with another flourish.  “It means holy and pure. Agnes, greet our new friends.”  The horse on the right stomped its foot again.  It shook its head a bit as well.”
 
    
 
   “Hello,” Cammarry offered hesitantly.  
 
    
 
   “Arabella means receptive to petitions, while Anika means one with a sweet face.  Ladies, please greet these fine people!”  Bigelow again swept his arm in a bow and flourish.
 
    
 
   The other two horses each stomped a foot and nodded their heads.   
 
    
 
   “Agnes. We knew an Agnes once,” Cammarry said with a far-away look in her eyes.  She remembered what she had learned of the elderly people at Dome 17.  A tear ran down her cheek. 
 
    
 
   “Oh dear,” Bigelow said.  “Have I somehow spoiled your ride?  Please forgive me.”
 
    
 
   “No.  It is not that.  Just that our Agnes has died,” Cammarry replied.  “She was….”
 
    
 
   “My dear sweet lady, oh, I know you are suffering.  Loss is a terrible thing.  That is one of the main reasons we have built the carousels!  It is our penance to sooth the hearts of the people.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow stepped closer, and put a gentle hand on Cammarry’s shoulder.  He then broke into a beautiful tenor voice and sang.    
 
    
 
   “Oh, the carousel goes around,
 
   And this one won’t break down.
 
   Each one we build, our pride does glow,
 
   For the carousel will go around.
 
    
 
   Oh, the carousel goes around
 
   And it makes the dandiest sound,
 
   If the sky tube’s low, please don’t you fret,
 
   Because the carrousel will go you bet.  
 
    
 
   Oh what fun, it’s a wonderful sight
 
   Finding joy for you both day and night,
 
   Girls and boys, come ride your toys,
 
   Cause the carousel goes round in flight.
 
    
 
   Oh, the carousel goes around,
 
   Don’t let me see you frown,
 
   Come ride a streak though the future’s bleak,
 
   But the carousel goes round and round.
 
    
 
   Oh, the carousel won’t break down,
 
   Cause it’s built the best, and stands the test,
 
   Permalloy, and power, for every hour,
 
   Cause this carrousel won’t break down.  
 
    
 
   Oh, the carousel goes around,
 
   Since the Conestoga hit this ground,
 
   Come whirl for years, and lose your fears,
 
   For the carousel goes round and round.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome looked at each other, and then Cammarry looked down at her arm.  Bigelow was gently holding it right where she had been injured.  The patching of the RAM sleeve was just under his soft grasp.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for the song.  I am afraid I am not sure what to say,” Cammarry replied.  “The words and phrases are certainly antiquated.  Quaint, but archaic.”  
 
    
 
   “Young or old, it matters not.  Because we all go around and around but never get anywhere,” Bigelow said.  “But here you can relax and enjoy the ride!  Nice to have met you both.  May you fare well on your lark.”
 
    
 
   As Bigelow turned to go, Jerome spoke up.  
 
    
 
   “Can you tell me about that song?  And this carousel?”  
 
    
 
   “Can I?  I am certainly capable of it, but are you asking me to do so?”  He kept walking back toward his animals.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am asking.  Would you please tell me about that song?”  Jerome hurried after him.  Cammarry followed.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow walked right past the animals and to the side of his wagon.  It was a deep green color, with four wheels.  The wheels were very similar to the drive wheels of an automacube, only about three times as large.  The wagon had a seat in the front, with backrest and another seat right behind it.  Three people could sit on each bench, and there was a cargo bed behind the seats.  
 
    
 
   “Well?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow climbed up onto the wagon and sat down.  “The song is based on some ancient tune we heard when we roustabouts decided to begin building carousels.  That was about ten years ago, same time as the drought started.”
 
    
 
   “So this habitat is not always this dry?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “Why not go back and ride the carousel some more?  It is a pleasant, pleasing, and pleasurable pastime.”  Bigelow picked up some flat straps that led to the harnesses which wrapped the horse’s bodies. 
 
    
 
   “We lost our friend.  Can you help us?”  Jerome asked. 
 
    
 
   “I cannot resurrect the dead.  No I cannot not.  I will not even try that anymore.  I am sorry for your friend Agnes, but once the spirit of life is gone, the lark is over.”
 
    
 
   “We cannot connect with Sandie,” Cammarry muttered and then stopped.
 
    
 
   “It is not Agnes, it is Khin.  I think he may have gone with the Ferryman.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow looked sternly at Jerome.  His countenance charged dramatically when he heard the name Ferryman.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, do not let Jerome tell anything more!”  Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome!”  
 
    
 
   “My new friends, in all seriousness, did you say the Ferryman?”  Bigelow asked.  His eyes were narrow and his lips pulled tight.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, no!”  Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Jerome said as he looked at Cammarry.  “We need his help.  We arrived in the middle of Habitat Beta, and we will not find our way without someone who knows this biome.”  He turned back to Bigelow and looked up at him sitting in the wagon.  “Our friend Khin disappeared, as we were looking for Reproduction and Fabrication. Can you, excuse me, will you please help us?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow reached down and grabbed a bottle from beneath the seat.  He raised it to his lips and took a quaff of the purplish red liquid inside it.  Then licked his lips.  He opened his mouth a bit, then closed it and looked down.  Taking another sip from the bottle he responded.  “The Ferryman is a bad fellow, that one.  If your friend went with him, I am afraid there is nothing anyone can do.”
 
    
 
   “We do not know he went with the Ferryman.  He disappeared in a transport terminal, and we are not sure where he went,” Jerome said. 
 
    
 
   “You two have used old words, not commonly heard among the rubes, nor even amount the roustabouts.  I heard you refer to a transport terminal, biome, habitat, and your speech is uncommon.  You speak of Reproduction and Fabrication….. Hum….  Your clothing is also not what I expected.”  He took another drink from his bottle. “Who are you two?  Really?”
 
    
 
   “I will tell you everything about us, but you must tell us about Habitat Beta,” Jerome said.  He looked at Cammarry.   “Cammarry, you always want to be a maven of current information, so may we share with Bigelow?”
 
    
 
   “Do not do it!  Too many have failed before you!”  Shadow said in one of the loudest voices Cammarry had heard it say.    
 
    
 
   She shook her head, and looked at Jerome. His pleading eyes convinced her.  “Yes.  We are in this together.  Khin and Sandie are lost.”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry for your losses.  Loss is hard.  I need to depart and catch up with the other roustabouts,” Bigelow stated.  “I am willing to speak openly and honestly to you both, but I expect the same in return.  However, I do need to leave momentarily.  If you need water before we go, you will find the brass ring over there.  Pull on it, and some water will be dispensed.  I have already watered the horses, but make it fast.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome looked back at him, and then turned to Cammarry.  “Shall we?”
 
    
 
   “I said we are in this together.”  They jogged over to the post Bigelow had indicated.  There was a brass ring hanging from a small cross piece.  A nozzle was on the post.  Jerome opened his water container and set it under the nozzle.  Pulling on the brass ring produced a flow of water.  Both Jerome and Cammarry filled up their water containers, but by the time they finished, the water flow had slowed to a trickle.  
 
    
 
   “So climb into the troika and let us make haste,” Bigelow called over.  “I need to be leaving.”  
 
    
 
   They rushed back and climbed up to sit on the front bench. It was wide enough to be comfortable.  Cammarry sat in the middle.  
 
    
 
   “Anika!  Get us on girl!”  Bigelow said and made a clicking noise with his mouth.  
 
    
 
   The black horse in the center, stepped lively forward.  The dapple gray ones followed her lead.  Anika took off at a trotting pace, but Agnes and Arabella were cantering.  The different gaits made no sense to Jerome and Cammarry who watched the horses in amazement.  
 
    
 
   “That water was almost gone.” Jerome looked from the horses to Bigelow who was gently driving the team.    
 
    
 
   Bigelow replied, “Each carousel has a water supply.  This one has only been running for a day or so.  The adiabatic distillation system on the carousel has not had time to fill the tank underground.  That may take some days yet. With the carousels we can help people have better lives and enjoy themselves.”
 
    
 
   “You are taking water from the air?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the carousels do that, but provide more therapy for the heart than for the body.  Only so much water can be wrung from the air,” Bigelow said.  “Now tell me your story.”
 
    
 
   Jerome related how they had come to Habitat Beta, and concisely explained how they had come on their quest from Dome 17 on Earth to the Colony Ship Conestoga.  He also explained how they had thought they were marooned on the needle ship, but had visited Habitat Alpha.  Cammarry said nothing, but warily watched for a response from Bigelow.  Bigelow drove the horses and kept his eyes on them.  He took a few more drinks from his bottle.  
 
    
 
   They rode in silence for some time.  
 
    
 
   Finally Bigelow said with a weary smile.  “Well, friends, that is quite the story.  A tale for the ages, that one is.  I am inclined to believe it only because of the way you two have been watching my associates here.  It truly looks like you have never seen horses before.”  With the reins in one hand, he took a swig from the bottle he kept under the seat.  “I am an oenophile.  I enjoy a good wine, perhaps too much. Helps me to stay focused on the present. I know the water at the carousels is safe, but the rivers, streams, and ponds, now that is a different matter.  So wine for me.”
 
    
 
   “You say carousels?”  Jerome asked.  “How many have you built?”
 
    
 
   “I have not built any, personally.”
 
    
 
   “So you just maintain them?”  Cammarry asked, finally joining the conversation.  
 
    
 
   “Maintenance?  No real need for that.  A repurposed automacube is at the center of each one, and once the carousel is started, it will function.  So long as the sky tube shines the carousel is self-repairing, self-monitoring, and self-sustaining.  Unless Horace decides to jump off and lead all the other animals away.”  
 
    
 
   “Horace? Is that the automacube?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow jestingly slapped Jerome’s knee and said, “Oh my dear friend, you are a rube.  No offense intended.  Horace is the first horse on the carousel.”   He then sang a bit.  This time it was more of a dirge than the bubbly, happy tune he had sung earlier.    
 
    
 
   “Horace on the carousel drives all around,
 
   Goes up and down, round and round.
 
   He’s been sad since the day he found
 
   Zalia is where our ship went to ground.
 
    
 
   The music begins and away they go,
 
   Low to high, every day you know.
 
   Poor old Horace would always say,
 
   This place is our final stay.
 
    
 
   How he tried and tried and tried,
 
   Horace sobbed, teared, and cried,
 
   But he just never stops going high and low,
 
   Because there is nowhere else for us to go.
 
    
 
   It is the sad truth on the carousel,
 
   This ain’t heaven, but it might be hell,
 
   When people come and also ride,
 
   It’s Zalia where we all abide.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Bigelow as he finished his mournful song and then he took a drink from the wine in his bottle.   She said to him, “The archaic language does date your song.  It make me want to cry.”
 
    
 
   “Well, it was old long ago, and we adapted it to fit life here.  Forgive me for making you sad.  The carousels are set up to give pleasure, not to take it. Forgive me for any diminishment in your life I have fostered on you.”  Bigelow snapped the reins and whistled to his three horses.  They shook their heads and continued their varied gaits as the troika moved along.
 
    
 
   “You never did say how many carousels have been built.  How many are there?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “The one you rode was number seven.  Our newest one.  We plan on making fifty, one for every ten square miles.”
 
    
 
   “So what do you do?”  Jerome asked.  “You sound like you are part of this, yet not.  Is it some kind of government project?” 
 
    
 
   “Ha!  The Kurent and the rest of the Unity of Beta cannot find their own genitals without a series of committee meetings.  No, building the carousels is not a government project.  I am a roustabout and one of Jenna’s people. I am a helper, not a builder.  My role is to do as Jenna our leader tells me.  I was doing the final check up on that last carousel.  I like watching the first people come to have their initial rides.”  He took another sip from his bottle.  “I also help run errands, do odd jobs, care for my associates here, and generally get materials for the real builders.  You will meet them: Monika, Siva, and Peter are the brilliant engineers who build the carousels mechanisms.  Roshini, Neena, Cadelai are true geniuses.  They design and carve the figures.  Those are the builders.  There are a dozen or so other helpers, like me, not counting the children.  We will catch up to them by nightfall.  Now tell me more about this Dome 17 place, and your time on the other parts of the Conestoga.”    
 
    
 
   “Well, the Earth was a dead, nearly lifeless place.  Far worse than when your ancestors departed in the Colony Ship Conestoga.  The only remnant of humanity was struggling to survive in Dome 17,” Jerome began.  “We sent missions to seek out….” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry glanced at Jerome, but remained silent as he related their story.  She watched the muscles of the horses as they pulled the wagon.  She watched the landscape around her as they rolled along.  She wondered where Khin was, and why she could not connect to Sandie.  She wished to never hear from Shadow again. 
 
   


 
   
 
  



 
 
    
 
    
 
   9 Revelations
 
    
 
    
 
   A few hours of riding in the troika brought them through a varied landscape.  Some places were better watered, but most were suffering from drought.  The places along the streams, and small ponds where there still was water, were better, but the water levels of those aquatic places were obviously not as high as they had once been.  Rings around the ponds showed how drastically low the water was, and some places where just completely dried out, with only a few hardy weeds growing where once had been a pond.
 
    
 
   The travel time also allowed Bigelow to hear their entire account.  Jerome left nothing out, despite Cammarry nudging him a few times.  Cammarry concentrated on looking at the biome, with diminishing hope. They were generally traveling parallel to the sky tube far overhead, although the way they crossed was not really following a road or even a trail.  Their passage wound around dry ravines, arroyos and a few muddy wadis.  Trees were still in small groves, or clumps.  Occasionally they passed a completely dead copse of trees, where the trunks were broken, and the braches were barren of all growth.  Most of the groves were still alive, as seen by some greenery, but looked like they were too suffering drought.  The brown, withered leaves, and stark trunks gave evidence of the lack of water.
 
    
 
   “You mentioned a drought, and I can see where things are much drier than they once were. What happened?” Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “The drought came.”  Bigelow took a long swallow from his bottle.
 
    
 
   “We heard that the Ferryman can take people to another habitat where there is plenty of water.  Do you think he is taking them to Habitat Alpha?  There seemed to be plenty of water there.  He seemed confident of the ability to take people to the Elysian Fields, I think was what he called them.”
 
    
 
   “You heard that did you? Elysian Fields huh? The Ferryman says lots of things,” Bigelow muttered and looked away.  “I hope your friends are not in league with him.”
 
    
 
   “Where might Khin be?”  Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “He might be flushed outside, but then again, I might be a horse myself!”  Bigelow gazed into the distance.  
 
    
 
   “So the Ferryman does not fly a shuttle to other habitat?  We came here that way, so I thought it was probable he was using a shuttle as well.”  Jerome was relaxed and calm as they rocked along in the rolling wagon.
 
    
 
   “Possible?  Probable?  Potentially?”  Bigelow spat.  “Much is possible, less is probable, everything has a potential.  As to the Ferryman, I have heard about his claims, but none are proven.  Seems I hear a different story every time someone relates what he says: Heaven, Dreamland, Paradise, and now Elysian Fields.  None of that sounds like Alpha does it?”
 
    
 
   “Habitat Alpha was beautiful,”  Cammarry interjected.
 
    
 
   “Except for slave traders, and some war, you rubes seem to have started.”  Bigelow took another drink, licked his lips, and gazed over the horses at the way ahead.  “Well look up there.  There is the caravan now!”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked down as he pondered if he had told too much to Bigelow about the incident in Habitat Alpha.  Cammarry’s look confirmed his suspicions that she thought he had shared too much.  They both then looked where Bigelow had indicated.  
 
    
 
   A line of wagons was slowly moving along.  They were all the same dark green color as the troika.  These wagons had covers over their backs, and not much was visible as they approached.  Dust rolled up in clouds from behind them.    
 
    
 
   The troika, being faster than the other wagons, caught up and pulled past the eight wagons to get alongside the lead wagon.  The three horses nickered and other horses in the caravan replied.  Unlike the troika’s three across horses, those other horses were in pairs, like on the carousel, thought Cammarry, and they had various colored fur.  From white, to bay, to chestnut, to buckskin, with other variations.  Behind one wagon, three young horses were walking along, all three had identical markings, of a generally white body and legs, with large reddish and brown irregular splotches.  The pattern on each of the young horses was identical.  
 
    
 
   “I see you noticed our tobianos,” Bigelow said.  “Those colts are a blessing, that is for sure.”
 
    
 
   “Beautiful animals.  Clones or identical triplets?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Who needs cloning?”  Bigelow huffed.  “You rubes are the real article, I can tell that for sure.  However, you better be careful how you talk.  The roustabout are all fine and trustworthy, and I will vouch for you.  However, our troop is only a small section of the people in Beta.  Your naivety and gullibility could be used against you.”  Bigelow rubbed his face and then continued.  “I am still getting my mind around people from outside who do not know about things here.   Wow!  That is hard to imagine.  Oh and do not speak to everyone about Alpha and their having water.”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?”  Jerome asked.  Before Bigelow could answer they were interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Bigelow!”  A woman called.  “I was wondering where you were.  I see you picked up some stays.”
 
    
 
   “Jenna dear!  These were the first riders on that carousel, and they have a story you need to hear.  When do you plan to make camp?”  Bigelow called.  
 
    
 
   Jenna looked Cammarry and Jerome over.  She was sitting on the front seat of the lead wagon.  She had straight, shoulder length, black hair, and expressive eyes.  She was younger than Jerome and Cammarry, yet carried herself with an air of supreme confidence and strength.  Her thin body was dressed in the same style of brown clothing that Bigelow wore.  Competent, strong, comfortable with herself, and rugged were some of the thoughts Cammarry had as she looked at the leader of the roustabouts.  
 
    
 
   “Welcome to our troop!  I hope you enjoyed the carousel.  You may have enjoyed riding it better than accompanying Bigelow here,” Jenna replied and her eyes twinkled.  “Well, let me see.  High tech communication gear.  Manufactured, not handmade clothing, and even weapons if what is on your belts is what I think it is.  Indeed, you will have an interesting story.  Newly reanimated from cryogenics, perhaps?”
 
    
 
   “Even better than that!”  Bigelow answered.  “This is Cammarry, she is quiet and soft spoken.”
 
    
 
   “Not always,” Jerome chided.  Cammarry glared at him.
 
    
 
   “And he is Jerome.  They originated on Earth and came to Zalia in a space vehicle.  Docked at the needle ship in orbit, then descended in a shuttle and made entry into Beta.”  Bigelow stated it flatly as a report.  
 
    
 
   Jenna’s eyes lit up and grew wide.  “We make camp up by the river where we will be building number eight.  I am intrigued now to hear the details.” Jenna smiled broadly and nodded with acceptance.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow pulled the troika back and got into line and followed the other wagons.  They came up a small rise and before them was the campsite.  Two more wagons were already parked there, and the horses from those wagons were loose in a paddock framed by a white portable fence.  Those animals had their heads down to the ground was were biting and chewing on the clumps of grass that were growing in the paddock.  Behind the campsite there was a river of water flowing.  Its banks were bare and dried.  The water level was obviously much lower than it once had been.
 
    
 
   “Now we unload,”  Bigelow said as he brought the troika into a position and stopped the horses.  “I will take care of my associates.  You two walk over and offer your help to Jenna.  Feel free to share anything with her, but wait until she gives you permission to share with others, especially the children.  She will direct you and keep you from looking like ignorant rubes.  Unless you can unharness and groom my associates?”
 
    
 
   “I know nothing about equestrian care and nurturing,” Jerome said.  “But we can certainly help unload things.  Right Cammarry?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, and maybe Jerome will refrain from telling all our history or reciting old adages.”  She smiled at him as she said it.  
 
    
 
   They all climbed off the troika.  Jerome and Cammarry grabbed their backpacks from out of the back and slung them on.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome!”  Cammarry said as she took Jerome by the arm and led him a distance away from the other wagons.  “Jerome, what are we doing here?  You prattled on and on about everything in our past.  How do you know we can trust these people?”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, we must trust someone.  We need their help.  How else will we find Khin, or make our way to Reproduction and Fabrication to get our data sticks repaired?”  Jerome held her gently as he spoke.  
 
    
 
   “We should do it on our own.  Like the missions to the other domes.  We can make our way with just the two of us,” Cammarry said. 
 
    
 
   “That did not work so well in Habitat Alpha, and I almost lost you completely on the needle ship.  These people seem to have some level of technology, and they are indigenous to this habitat.”
 
    
 
   “Bigelow never said where the Ferryman was, nor did he offer directions to where we can find Khin.  His answers are evasive, and I have no idea what his motives are,” Cammarry said.  She rubbed her scarred arm, and then spoke again.  “I know I can trust you.  I just feel terrible about losing Khin, and I fear we are wasting our time here.”
 
    
 
   “The more information we can learn, the better we can be in seeking out Khin,” Jerome said.  “Besides, that carousel is an engineering marvel, and these people built that.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, gathering information is important.  I do like to know what is going on.  I just….”
 
    
 
   “Hello!”  Several children ran over and right up to Cammarry and Jerome.  Both girls were indistinguishable from each other.  They were about ten years old, had dark eyes, dirt colored brown hair, and brown clothing.  Their smiles lit their faces.  
 
    
 
   “Jenna sent us to get you two,” the first girl spoke.  “There is work to be done.  You can assist with the unloading of the mechanic’s wagon.”  
 
    
 
   The second child pointed to the wagon which was just being unhitched from the two palomino horses which had been pulling it.  
 
    
 
   “What are you names?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am Nabila.”
 
    
 
   “Dewi is my name.  We need to get back to the babies now.”
 
    
 
   “Twins?”  Cammarry asked as the girls walked away.  
 
    
 
   Nabila turned her head back and gave a stern look.  Her lips were drawn tightly together.  It was shocking on the face of a child.  Dewi then replied, “Leftovers, of triplets.”  The two girls twirled away in a huff and marched off.
 
    
 
   Bigelow walked up from where he had been unharnessing the horses.  “Hey now, I heard that!  I know you rubes are fresh as spring flowers, but the children do not.  So let me warn you.  Do not ask about where the children came from.  Their pasts are in the past.  Understood?  They are part of our family now.  I will tell you once, and you must listen.  We pick them up as we find them.  Their parents have turned them out.  How would you feel?  We do not always find them in time, and none of the children want to share with you that their own parents chose to keep only one of their children.”  Bigelow’s eyes stared at each of them in turn.  
 
    
 
   “Turned out a child?  Parents?”  Cammarry asked.  “It makes no sense to me.”
 
    
 
   “I am sure it does not.  I doubt that your parents in that dome place ever considered that.  Just remember, you are the strangers here.  Stranger than those children can comprehend.  Those children were left to die, because their mothers and fathers could only find water enough for a single child.  Please just go to the mechanic’s wagon and help them unload.  Remember the old adage, be quick to listen and slow to speak, lest you offend an innocent like you just did.”
 
    
 
   “How did I offend those children?”  Cammarry asked.  “In Dome 17 there….”  
 
    
 
   Bigelow waved his hand in dismal and turned back to the horses.  He walked away muttering and shaking his head.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry walked over to the mechanic’s wagon.  Three people were unloading it, while two others were unhitching the horses from it.  The horses were then led off to be placed into the large paddock.
 
    
 
   The back of the wagon was open, and all sorts of machinery was packed carefully and neatly inside of it.  As Jerome and Cammarry walked up, they saw a blue automacube come rolling out of the wagon.  
 
    
 
   “…as to the raw wood, we should find all the materials needed in the forest across the river,” a man said to the others working there.  “Plenty of well dried lumber.  We will need to find sources of permalloy, but there should be some old buildings around here.  If we have to, we can make trips to the habitat walls and harvest from there, or inside the corridors as a last resort.”
 
    
 
   “May we help?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   The three people turned.  They were dressed in the brown clothing common to the roustabouts.  
 
    
 
   “Welcome!”  An attractive woman said.  “I am Monika.  You must be Cammarry and Jerome.”  Her face was happy, and her brown hair was neat, her complexion pale and lighter than most of the others.  “This is Siva, and Peter.”
 
    
 
   Siva nodded.  He was a tall man, a few centimeters taller than Jerome with short, black hair, and a deep brown complexion.  His intense eyes were friendly.  Peter was not as tall, but just as thin.  He was nearly black in complexion.
 
    
 
   “We need to carefully unpack our instruments, equipment, tools, and supplies.”  Siva said.  “I see you carry technological gadgets.  There will be little need for weapons here, but you are welcome to retain them.  I assume you know how to be gentle with delicate instruments?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Jerome replied.  “Just tell us what to do.”
 
    
 
   Peter stepped up.  “That engineering automacube will be the new brains for the next carousel.  I have sent it off to scout for permalloy.  These crates can be unloaded and then their contents unpacked.  They contain the larger tools which are more durable.”
 
    
 
   “Right.  We will unload these then.  Just let us know how to help.”  Jerome stepped up and slid a packing crate out from the back of the wagon.  Cammarry joined in and together they unloaded all the packing crates.   They then opened the crates, and each one had a set of tools or generators, or toilets inside.  There were step-by-step instructions on the inside lid of each crate.  When Jerome looked over, Monika just nodded, so Jerome and Cammarry followed the instructions.  When one crate was finished, its contents assembled, they moved to the next.   
 
    
 
   The three others unpacked the rest of the wagon.  It contained far more items than Jerome or Cammarry had expected, as everything was efficiently packaged together.   Siva, Monika, and Peter quickly assembled a structure of flexible materials.  Not quite as weak as a tent, but not as substantial as a permalloy building.  
 
    
 
   “Now we have our workshop in place, so we can start on the next carousel,” Siva stated with satisfaction.
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry looked at what they had accomplished.  There was a series of lavatories which used the crates as walls.  There were three digging machines, similar to automacubes, but with shovels on their fronts, and far less neurobiological capacity.  The digging machines were designed to be driven by an operator, not ordered around for semi-independent work. There were also spanners, pipe fitters, and other large construction tools.  
 
    
 
   “Well, that makes for a more suitable place to live.  A campsite or bivouac,” Jerome said to Cammarry.  “Do you remember the history of the North American continent?  Someone once said, there were two explorers, Lewis and Clark, who went on the ultimate camping trip.”
 
    
 
   “I beg to disagree with your obscure reference, but we are on the ultimate camping trip, if I recall what the ancient people referred to as camping,” Cammarry replied.  “Khin would call it a wizard’s quest.”   
 
    
 
   A bell started ringing.  Not in any musical connotation, but just a clattering and clanging.  
 
    
 
   Monika walked over, along with Siva and Peter.  Siva looked at what Jerome and Cammarry had done.  “Nicely built.  Now we go to enjoy our supper.  Will you join us?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly.”
 
    
 
   Jenna was at the center of the camp, where a large circular area had been cleared.  She was holding a triangle made of metal and striking it with another piece of metal.  People from all about the camp were gathering.
 
    
 
   The horses were grazing, or trotting about the paddock.  The one edge of the paddock butted up against the shrunken river.  There were hoof prints showing the horses had been walking down to the dry bank to the water’s edge to drink.  The various different wagons had all been unloaded, and arranged like a small town.  
 
    
 
   “Roustabouts!”  Jenna called out.  “Here is where we start our eighth carousel.  
 
    
 
   Applause broke out among the people.  
 
    
 
   “We even have some new members!”  Jenna called. 
 
    
 
   Again applause sounded.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry expected to be introduced.  Instead, Jenna called out some names they had not heard before.  As each name was called, the children Nabila or Dewi carried forth a baby. They had the back of one of the wagons open, and the babies were in cribs situated inside that wagon.  Toddlers, and other children, about a dozen, watched as the babies were brought forth and presented to the community. There were six babies in all.  It appeared that Nabila and Dewi were the oldest of the children. 
 
    
 
   “So we celebrate the finding of these babies, and we are thankful for the waifs we have taken in.  Do we all promise and swear to care for these babies as if they were our very own?”  Jenna asked in ritualistic form.  
 
    
 
   “We do!” the people yelled back.  
 
    
 
   “All is prepared for our first feast together here.  Come and share food and fellowship!”  Jenna spread her arms wide and turned in a slow circle.  
 
    
 
   The back of another wagon was pushed open, and the aroma of food wafted over the gathering.  Folding tables and chairs appeared from somewhere, and people began to line up for the meal.  
 
    
 
   “So how was your day?”  Bigelow asked as he joined Jerome and Cammarry.
 
    
 
   “I am exhausted,” Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   “A full day indeed,” Cammarry answered.  
 
    
 
   “Well, you two earned your meals, and are a welcome part of our clan.  If I may, I would like you to eat with me.  I have invited Siva to eat with us as well.  He has some ideas which might be able to help you.”  Bigelow placed his hand on Jerome’s shoulder and guided them through the line where they received a plate of food.
 
    
 
   The meal consisted of a flat square of some kind of baked grain, a stew of meats and vegetables, and a serving of small round purple fruits.  
 
    
 
   “No cheeses?”  Cammarry asked as she sniffed at the food.  “It does smell good.”
 
    
 
   “Is this chicken or goat?”  Jerome asked.  He hoped it was not rat.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow looked at him with a curious twinkle in his eyes and then also grinned at Cammarry.  “Are you two serious?  Goat?  This is prime pork.  I traded for it myself.  Sure the meals will be basic, now that we have moved over to this building site, but the farm will be placed, and I will go into one of the towns and get some feeder pigs, to restock our supplies.”
 
    
 
   They carried their plates to a nearby table, where Siva was already seated.  Setting aside their backpacks, they sat down.  The food was warm and tasty, although very unusual.  It was not much like the food on the needle ship, and nothing at all like the ration bars both Cammarry and Jerome missed.
 
    
 
   “You two did a fine job helping out today,” Siva said as he too ate the meal.  He looked at them, paused, and then continued.  “Your communication systems are not working, am I correct?” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry glared at Jerome, and then looked back at Siva.  Her lips were pursed tightly together.
 
    
 
   Jerome spoke, “You are correct.  I cannot detect the malfunction, and right now I am so tired I am not sure I would be good at diagnostics anyway.  Endurance is the additional hard work you do, only after you get exhausted from doing the labor you already did.”  He took the last bite of his meal, and drank down a serving of water.  
 
    
 
   “Siva and the others are geniuses on anything technological,” Bigelow said.  “I filled them in on your troubles.  They can repair anything we have, and they design all the components for the carousels.  They are willing to look at your equipment.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry squeezed her eyes shut and concentrated. ‘When did I sleep last?’ she asked herself.  The pretty bell music from the carousel rang through her mind.  She shook her head and rubbed the bridge of her nose.  She pondered what to do, then she just grabbed her com-link off her ear and abruptly handed it to Siva.  “Are you able to repair this?  Our friend Sandie will be trying to contact us, and our friend Khin is missing.”
 
    
 
   “I can assess it. Bigelow spoke to me of your friends.  From what he says, Sandie must be a very advanced synthetic brain, while Khin is a human and was born on the needle ship.”  Siva spoke with confidence.  “We have detailed diagnostic tools, which we use for repurposing the automacubes, operating the air adiabatic distillation system, synchronizing generation of power from the sky tube via photovoltaic generation, and storage of energy in the lufi-amalgam battery pockets.”
 
    
 
   “So can you repair it?”  Cammarry asked again.  “Sandie is an artificial intelligence system, probably the best in the galaxy…. Well there are six others….”  She struggled to concentrate on the names for the other AIs which Brink had built for the other adventurer teams.  She could not place them, and was having trouble recalling the names of the adventurers themselves.    
 
    
 
   “May I work on it overnight?”  Siva asked as he reverently held the equipment.  “Monika and Peter can add to our understanding.”
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie went….” Cammarry muttered.  “Roxanne and Paul…no, that is wrong, I think. Is that right?  Gretchen, Hobart….Dr.  Chambers said…”  She shook her head again trying to clear her thoughts.  “Jubal.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked her over carefully, then he opened his backpack and pulled out the fusion pack. “This is the energy source we use.  It might help you.  We need to get to Reproduction and Fabrication to have more of these made.  He have only a limited number, and several are in place at strategic locations.”
 
    
 
   “Your weapons are charged by this as well?”  Siva asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.”  Jerome tapped the holster.  “They are functional, but we have had no need to use them.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, do not give up your equipment.  You cannot trust these people,” Shadow whispered.  “Your tools will be lost, then you will be lost.  Why did he ask about weapons, except to disarm you both?”
 
    
 
   “I will take a look at these,” Siva said.  “I estimate an 85% to 95% chance of successful repairs, if I can isolate the issues.”
 
    
 
   “Wait!”  Cammarry snapped.  Her eyes narrowed on the com-link in Siva’s hand.  “Will the com-link be destroyed?  Those are irreplaceable.”
 
    
 
   “I will be extremely careful and meticulous as I work,” Siva answered.  “However, if you do not wish me to continue, that is your choice, and I respect that.”
 
    
 
   Jerome squeezed Cammarry’s leg and said, “I think you should try.”
 
    
 
   “No!  Cammarry!  Do not do it.  You will lose everything!  You already lost everyone in Dome 17, you will lose everything else you have!”  Shadow’s voice was screeching in Cammarry’s mind.  “Do you really want to forget everything from Dome 17?  Everyone?  Do not trust these people!”
 
    
 
   “Only on one set,” Cammarry stated firmly. “Only one set.  We keep one com-link and fusion pack here with us.”
 
    
 
   “I understand your hesitancy,” Siva said.  “However, it would help me to work with both at the same time, as I can compare signals, and settings.”
 
    
 
   “No!”  Cammarry barked.  Her eyes were wide now.  “If you cannot fix the first set, we can still take the other somewhere else.  I will not lose everything!”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  I will do my best,” Siva replied with understanding and compassion on his face.  He picked up the com-link and the fusion pack.  
 
    
 
   “I will take your plates back,” Bigelow said, as he drew a drink from his wine bottle.  It had been refilled sometime.  “Thank you Siva for helping our new friends.”
 
    
 
   Siva nodded and then he walked back toward his wagon and the structure he had built.  He gently cradled the com-link and the fusion pack in his hands.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, who were the other adventurers?”  Cammarry asked.  “My mind is foggy.  They went to other colony ships, right?”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at her and moved closer to peer into her eyes.  “You and I both need to sleep.  This has been the longest day ever.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s hands came up and grabbed the sides of Jerome’s face.  “Tell me their names!  I must know!”
 
    
 
   Jerome lifted his own hands to caress Cammarry’s.  Gently he held on and realized her hands were quivering.  “Jamie and Michael were on the first launch to that ship with the religious zealots, the Eschaton.  Then we launched.  After us I believe Gretchen and Paul were set for the third sling.  The others are Ken, Janae, Allen, Beth, Ian, Mabel, Hobart and Gwen.”
 
    
 
   “But they are all lost, like Khin, like Sandie.  They are all missing or dead!”  Cammarry cried.  “Remember LeeAnn, Roy, Dave, and Constance?  They committed suicide.  Karen died in some dome failure.  I heard she suicided too!  Brink’s AI told us what happened to Dome 17.  They are all dead.  Dead, dead, dead….”  
 
    
 
   “The AI Copernicus reported 800 some people teleported to that Eschaton,” Jerome softly reminded her.  “The other adventurers probably found nice, safe, functional ships with beautiful biomes and are living an easy and quiet life.  Alpha was still intact even after planet-fall.  The other ships are probably even better.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry grasped Jerome’s hands vigorously and said, “We will never know.  I doubt I can live not knowing.  And this Shad….”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s face was stricken as her throat tightened.  Her eyes began to bulge out.  Choking, coughing, and wheezing sounds came from her.  She tried to stand up, but all color drained from her face.  She slumped back, and her body began to shake. 
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!”  Jerome yelled as he grabbed her.
 
    
 
   “Jenna!  Help!”  Bigelow yelled.  
 
    
 
   People came running.  
 
    
 
   Jerome laid Cammarry down and pulled the medical kit from his backpack.  He quickly connected the wires and hit the emergency diagnostic button.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked up into the sky of the biome.  ‘Was the habitat getting dimmer?’  She could feel Jerome’s hands on her, but they felt light and airy.  The ground beneath her no longer was hard and dry.  The sky tube way overhead blurred into a long patch of glowing brilliance which spread all across her field of vision.  Silhouettes danced between her and the washed out sky tube, they cast dim phantasms on her eyes, but they were insubstantial.  The whiteness grew and the world washed-out.
 
    
 
   “You knew not to tell them,” Shadow said.  “You were warned…you were warned…you were warned.” 
 
    
 
   The light of the sky tube faded out.  Voices became muffled and covered in the fog.  Cammarry tried to smile, as she thought of Jerome, but she could not find the muscles to make her mouth move.  Whiteness covered over everything.  The air in her lungs seeped out.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   10 Resurrection
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “How is she this morning?”  Bigelow asked as he walked up to Jerome.  He set a small container of soup down next to him.  Jerome was sitting on a chair next to Cammarry.  She had her hands folded neatly in her lap, and she was just gazing out at the river and the trees beyond.
 
    
 
   “Not much change,” Jerome replied.  “I ran the diagnostics again, and it just repeats, ‘Unknown pathogenic process’ and advises I continue with the nutrition, physical therapy program, and the verbal stimulation with familiar items mixed with new concepts.”
 
    
 
   “What have you been telling her?”  Bigelow asked carefully.  “It has been two weeks, and that is a lot of words to say.”
 
    
 
   “I have told her every story I can recall about the people in Dome 17.  I have been telling her about my favorite books, and folklore.  I have related just about everything we have endured together, but keeping an ongoing verbal stimulation for her is tiresome. However you have helped with that.”
 
    
 
   “Me?  How could I have helped,” Bigelow asked as he pulled a chair over, spun it around, and slung his leg over it to sit on it backwards.  
 
    
 
   “You told me all you knew about Habitat Beta.  I related that to Cammarry.  Jenna has also been coming by and telling tales to Cammarry that she learned as a child.  That helps me to learn about our new home, and it also give me time to rest my voice.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow looked at Jerome.  “I knew the others here all had their own stories and backgrounds, and I heard they were visiting.  Jenna is an excellent leader, and she has supported you more than you will ever know.  Behind the scenes she has made sure you two are safe here.”
 
    
 
   “She has done us a great service, and we are in her debt,” Jerome replied.  “I also have been asking the adults for their stories and what they know.  I do that after Cammarry goes to sleep.  I have then been repeating to her what I learned.  My familiar voice, with new information.  Hopefully that is stimulating her brain to recover.  I told Cammarry about the inept religious-based government, the Union of Beta.”
 
    
 
   “The only thing they truly have unified is their feelings of guilt,” Bigelow added.  
 
    
 
   “Is it true they see the insurrection on the Conestoga as their ‘massive social sin’ and being consigned to this toxic plant as the collective punishment for that sin?”  Jerome was relating what another roustabout had told him. 
 
    
 
   “You have been talking to people.  That sums it up concisely.  Some say we all cursed and are doomed to die here, and from the looks of the water level in the river, they may be correct.”  Bigelow looked down and away.
 
    
 
   “I also have told Cammarry that those guilt and shame feelings permeate the population.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is also true.  The Union of Beta does nothing effective, so people generally they lack any drive to improve anything.  Wallowing in their collective sin and guilt.”
 
    
 
   “Bigelow, why do they not reconnect to the other habitats, and needle ship?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow shrugged his shoulders and looked at the dry ground around the chairs.    
 
    
 
   “Jenna said the leader is called The Kurent and wears a massive sheepskin garment, and a chain with huge bells around the waist.  As The Kurent walks the idea is that that noise will chase away the cold of space and the toxins of the planet.”
 
    
 
   “That is true,” Bigelow said.  “At least the costume and name of the leader. I have seen it myself, but only from a distance.  I would never go to one of those endless committee meetings.  I doubt it does drive away space or the planet’s atmosphere.  Nothing can fix that.  I know.”
 
    
 
   “You know?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow shrugged again.  
 
    
 
   “So instead of using the technology they have to reconnect to the other habitats or the needle ship, they reverted to superstition and folklore?”  Jerome asked.  “Several of the children told me strange tales which cannot be true.”  
 
    
 
   “Even the children are speaking to you now?”  Bigelow pondered and his eyes looked about.  “Well out of the mouths of waifs, and leftovers comes truth.”
 
    
 
   “I have tried not to ask the children about their backgrounds, as you instructed, but some of them are more than a little curious about why I keep tending to Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “We are all curious about that, and you have set a fine example of love and compassion.  So Jerome, let me tell you something.  We roustabouts pick up the children, because too often babies are considered ‘another soul cursed to this place’ just ‘another rider on the carousel’.  For about the last fifteen years, not too long before the drought began, births here became almost always a multiple birth.  Now I was the only child for my mother’s pregnancy, but today that would be considered extremely rare.  Usually a mother has identical triplets, sometimes twins, but almost never a single baby anymore.”
 
    
 
   “So what caused that?”  Jerome asked.  “You even have a set of triplet horses.”  
 
    
 
   “No one knows.  No matter how fast the carousel turns, you never get near the goal.”  Bigelow took a drink from his ever present bottle.  “It has been a rough combination, drought and high birth rates.”
 
    
 
   “Yet you and the other roustabouts build the carousels.  You use advanced technology to help people.  Why not go to another habitat?  I was in Habitat Alpha and they did not have a drought.  Why not go there?”
 
    
 
   “Now you sound like the pitches the Ferryman makes.  We are doing what we can, where we are, and with what we have.”
 
    
 
   Jerome gave a spoonful of the soup to Cammarry.  She swallowed it down without much other response.  “I just keep wondering what became of Khin, and why we never could connect back to Sandie.”
 
    
 
   Siva jogged up with a large grin on his face.  “Jerome!  We have done it.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked over.  Monika was right behind Siva.  “Yes, we did it!”
 
    
 
   “What did you do?”  Jerome asked.  “I have seen the framework for the new carousel, and it looks promising, and I know the wood carvers are busy making the statues.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the carousel is on schedule, and in about another year it will be completed.  That is not what I was coming to speak to you about.  It is a more personal matter.”  Siva held out the com-link.  Monika connected it to the fusion pack in her hand, but it now had a small box between the two.  Siva said, “We made contact with the artificial intelligence system Sandie.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Really?  How?”
 
    
 
   “It was quite a complicated procedure,” Siva said.  “And it only works two times per day, and each of those are short periods. We just needed to straighten out the proper rhythm, and your connection is now in order.”  He looked at the box they had placed between the fusion pack and the com-link.  “It is almost time, and I can explain all the details later.  For now, shall we connect to Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!  Please!”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s eyes fluttered a bit.
 
    
 
   “The connection will only last for a short time, beginning… now.”  Siva smiled a broad and happy smile.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome and Cammarry?”  Sandie asked, the artificial intelligence system’s voice emanating from the com-link. “I am now connected to you.  SB Amelia Earhart placed a dampening field over Habitat Beta.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  Cammarry is ill.  The medical kit cannot diagnose it.  Can you help?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps.  Quickly, connect the cable to the medical kit, and then its wires to Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   Jerome did as instructed.  When the wires were in place, he hit the diagnosis button again.  
 
    
 
   “Analyzing data,” Sandie said.  “Extremely atypical psychogenic traumatic shock, with retrograde and anterograde alterations in physiology, resulting in pseudo-fugue condition.  I am sending….”  Sandie’s voice disappeared.   
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Sandie?”  Jerome called out, but there was no response.  
 
    
 
   Siva placed his hand on Jerome’s shoulder.  “In twelve hours, we can connect again.  Twice per day for roughly a minute, depending upon Zalia’s atmospheric conditions, we can make contact with Sandie.”
 
    
 
   Monika pointed at the medical kit.  “There is a prescription on that display.”
 
    
 
   The scrolling letters read, ‘Inject into any large muscle mass: one daily, first of seven,’ and there was a syringe which had been ejected from the bottom.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Jerome hugged Monika and then Siva as well.  “Thank you both!  Tell Peter thank you also.  This is wonderful!”
 
    
 
   “Heal me?” Cammarry mumbled.  She licked her dry lips with a weak tongue.  “Please?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!”  Jerome said gleefully.  He took the syringe and injected it into Cammarry’s thigh.  He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her.  
 
    
 
   “I hope I was not inappropriate, but I also made a second filter to fit in your other communication link.”  Siva held out a second box like the first.  “This will work in the same manner, I will just need to connect it into place, synchronize the rhythm, and zero it to that specific unit.  Then twice per day you can connect with Sandie the AI.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you very much!”  Jerome said.  He looked back at Cammarry.  Her eyes were clearer now, and she slightly nodded her head. 
 
    
 
   It took another week of daily injections, and continued verbal and physical therapy for Cammarry to show much recovery from what had happened to her.  Each day Sandie monitored the situation, and prescribed a treatment.  There was barely enough time to do that with the limits the new com-link system had, but they did it.  Jerome desperately wanted to ask about Khin, but the time was used up on Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   Finally, twenty three days after her collapse, Cammarry was sitting with Jerome when Jenna came up to them.
 
    
 
   “How are you two doing today?”  Jenna asked.  She folded her legs and sat down on the ground.  
 
    
 
   “We were just about to connect to Sandie,” Cammarry said as she hooked the wires from the medical kit to her forehead.  The com-link was already connected. 
 
    
 
   “I dreamed that today was an important day for you both, so I hope you do not mind that I am here,” Jenna stated.  
 
    
 
   “Not at all,” Jerome answered.  “You and your people have been wonderful in allowing us to stay with you, even though we are not doing much work to assist with the carousel’s construction.”
 
    
 
   “Everyone plays a role in Beta, be it for good or for bad.  Your role has been for good.  Very good.  The children have seen a man taking care of a woman with tenderness and compassion.  They are inspired to be better people because of that, and it has healed many of them about their own feelings regarding their fathers abandoning them.  I can tell you…”
 
    
 
   “Pardon me for interrupting, but our time of contact is here,” Jerome said as he activated the diagnostic button on the medical kit.
 
    
 
   “Information received,” Sandie stated.  “Condition resolved.  No further treatment needed.”
 
    
 
   “Hurray!”  Jerome hugged Cammarry and Jenna patted both of their backs.  
 
    
 
   Sandie was saying something, but it was lost in the joy Jerome was expressing.
 
    
 
   “Where is Khin?”  Cammarry yelled.  
 
    
 
   “Shuttle destination, near Reproduction and Fabrication, bow end of Habitat Beta.  Twenty-seven kilometers from your current location.  Deck….”  Sandie’s voice faded out.  
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled the wires off of Cammarry and swooped her up in a huge embrace.  He twirled her around and around as he laughed with joy.  She kissed him as he set her down.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, we must head out to find Khin,” Cammarry said as she pulled back from him for a moment.  
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded and then pulled her close and held her again.  After a few more moments, they separated.  Jerome turned to Jenna who was smiling broadly at them both.  
 
    
 
   “This would not have been possible without your people.  Siva, Monika, Peter, and all the others.  You have saved her life,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “That is indeed good news, and just as I dreamed.”  Jenna pushed her straight black hair back and over her ear.  “Of course you are free to go, but before you depart, may we talk of serious things?”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry sat down on their chairs. Cammarry looked around and took in all that was around her.  The horses in the paddock behind them were slowly grazing along.  The rudimentary foundation for the carousel was beyond that, and the people were working on it.  Across the river, the wood cutting had been done, and the farm was in place.   Then turning back to Jenna she said, “Yes, what do you wish to talk about?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome has spoken to nearly everyone here during your convalescence, and I have instructed all to share openly and honestly.”  Jenna hesitated.  “All except for me.  I have not been as open and honest as I should have been.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry had puzzled expressions, but just kept listening.  
 
    
 
   “I have not told anyone here how serious the water shortage is, nor how critical things are becoming.  Hydro-location is my gift, I know you are from Earth, so that term may not be familiar to you.  People call it various things: doodle bugging, drowsing, water finding, water witching, or water sensing.  When I was a small child, about twenty years ago, there was no real need for my gift.  My mother and father, sisters, and brothers just knew I was good at telling them which pipes had water, and which did not.  It spared my parents time and effort in opening pipes, but did little else.  Well, as the drought happened, my gift became much more important.”
 
    
 
   “I can understand that,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “Well, look at the river.  It is only about a third of what it was when I was little.  The pipes running in the ground are almost all empty.  Rains which came every ten days, now come sporadically, and here it has not rained since we set up this camp.”  Jenna looked down at the ground.  “The carousels will draw water from the air, and that will help, but it will not be enough.  I know your friend Khin is lost, and I understand you wish to seek him out.  You have related how the Ferryman may be responsible for that disappearance.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is true.”
 
    
 
   “My I ask you two to find out where the Ferryman is getting his water?”  Jenna stated bluntly.  
 
    
 
   “I do not understand,” Jerome said. “The Ferryman has water?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes. That is a temptation which is hard to resist.  I believe the Ferryman is responsible for the loss of many people.  We hear stories of how he promises to take people to another habitat where there is abundant water.  He has tanks of water where he entices people.  Then they go with him, and are never seen again.  Two of my sisters went to see if it was real.  They promised me they would find out what was happening and return.  Neither has been seen again.  I wonder if we need to go to that place as well, but I am not sure if it is real or what.  There is something about the Ferryman I do not trust.  Will you help me?  Help us?”
 
    
 
   “How can we help?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Last night, I dreamed that you two went to the bow, where I hear most of the Ferryman stories come from, and you two revealed what is happening.  My dream did not tell me if we need to go there or not, and I feel I must stay here to oversee the carousel’s construction.  But my dream was insistent, and it had all the feel of hydro-location.  I am sure it is about water, but I am perplexed as to how.  I have never had a hydro-location sense about a person before, but this is the strongest sense I have ever felt.  I also perceive significant danger to this idea, and it is with a heavy heart that I ask you.  I was ready to leave this morning on my own, but that felt like certain failure.  With you two, I believe there is hope, but how that looks, and what that means, and how it will all work out, that is a mystery.”
 
    
 
   “A wizard’s quest?”  Jerome asked with a grin.
 
    
 
   “Khin would like that,” Cammarry replied as she looked at him.  
 
    
 
   “I wish I knew more about the Ferryman.  The stories all follow the same pattern, but the descriptions differ somewhat.  He comes into one of the towns, makes claims of being able to take people to a better place.  Then some people leave with him, and they never return.”  Jenna stood up.  “We will supply you with all that we can.  Bigelow has agreed to drive you to the bow, to the town of Seron.  That is where the latest story of the Ferryman comes from.”
 
    
 
    
 
   11 Journey to the bow
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The sky tube was increasing its glow as dawn came again to the biological habitat.  There were fewer birds flying over, and the sounds of the animals around were less than on previous days.  The air was dry, and the day looked to be hot.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie says we are twenty-seven kilometers from the end of the biome,” Jerome reported as he walked up to the green troika and the three horses.  
 
    
 
   “I know where we are heading.  Seron is on a main road,” Bigelow said.  “Agnes, Arabella, and Anika could probably take you there by themselves, but then I am not sure what I would do.”  He took a long drink from his wine bottle.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, we have the supplies of food,” Cammarry said.  “I went and thanked Siva, Monika, and Peter again for what they did for us.  They told me that while I was ill, you had them look at the data sticks as well?  Did you really do that?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, but only after they had established the contact with Sandie.  I was still busy nursing you back to health, giving you injections, so during that time, they assessed the data sticks, but could not find out what is wrong with them.  They were as stymied as we are.”    
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked long and hard at Jerome.  Her lips got tight and she forced out the words, “I suppose that was a reasonable attempt at a repair, but you should have consulted me.”
 
    
 
   “I did not want to stress you while you recovered.  I am sorry if that was wrong.”
 
    
 
   “We must talk about things next time,” Cammarry snapped back.  
 
    
 
   “I agree.  You were in no condition to be consulted,”  Jerome replied tersely.  “I was overwhelmed with helping you.  You are the one who was running off alone on the needle ship and now you chastise me for staying with you?”  
 
    
 
   “Do not bring….”  Cammarry retorted, but was interrupted.
 
    
 
   “Come now, my friends!  Is this any way to start the journey?” Bigelow asked.  “Quarreling is never a good way to start.  Climb up and we will be off.”
 
    
 
   With an exchange of hurt and angry looks, Jerome and Cammarry slung their backpacks into the back of the wagon and climbed up into the troika.  Bigelow whistled and clicked to the horses who moved off.  “We should be in Seron by nightfall.  I will find a place to rest, and come back here tomorrow.  What will you do?”
 
    
 
   Jerome sat quietly, waiting for Cammarry to answer.  She finally said, “Look for Khin. Find a way to go up to Reproduction and Fabrication.  Learn what we can about the Ferryman.”
 
    
 
   “That is a mighty tall order.  Jenna warned me that your adventure will probably take some considerable time,” Bigelow answered.  “I will be picking up some supplies tomorrow morning before I head back.  The farm needs some items, and I like to get the children small trinkets to brighten up their lives.  Perhaps some flower seeds?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow drove the troika around the paddock, which several of the roustabouts were repositioning to where more grass was growing.  Then he followed the river as it headed upstream.  There were occasional small brooks or creeks which flowed into the river, all of which were on the opposite side.  Some of those creeks were nearly all the way dried up.  Others had a small but steady trickle, or flow of water.  The plants growing around the water were more lush, but still not as vibrant as the foliage Jerome and Cammarry had seen in Habitat Alpha.  Rarely did birds fly by, and there were glimpses of small animals which scurried away as the troika rolled on. 
 
    
 
   The light grew brighter as the day progressed, and the air got a bit less dry.  Something flipped out of the river and made a small splash.  
 
    
 
   “Aquatic animals?”  Jerome asked.  “Some kinds of fish or something?”
 
    
 
   “That was probably a frog.  When I was a lad, the river was as wide as the banks,” Bigelow stated as he pointed with one hand.  “See the edges of where the water used to be?  Frogs used to be so common you could not walk along the river without seeing dozens leaping in. The tributaries also were all full.  The water there flows down through the forest and into the river.  Now some of those do not flow at all, even on the rare days rain does come.”
 
    
 
   There was a dried out and crumbly bank along the edges of the river.  Some rocks, and dried tree branches marked off the boundary.  A few birds walked or hopped across the dried out areas, and down to the waterline.  On the far side, the trees of the forest did look stressed with brown edges to their leaves, and some whole trees were dead and barren of leaves.  
 
    
 
   A while later, they came to a road which was paved.  Made from some kind of grayish pebbly materials, the surface was smooth and even, which the horses eagerly pranced up onto.  The troika rolled along at a greater speed, even though the road was sloped gradually uphill.  The road had come from the left and turned to follow the river parallel to the sky tube. 
 
    
 
   “This is the main road.  It leads from the bow to the ocean at the stern, what is left of the ocean anyway.  Here we are at the center-point of the habitat.  The road shifts from following this river to the other river which is about ten kilometers away.”  Bigelow again drank some from his bottle.  “That river is just as bad off as this one.”
 
    
 
   “A second river?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow looked at him curiously.  “I keep forgetting you are foreigners here.  Beta has two rivers.  They both flow out of Seron, where they have one common source.  That is we are headed.  They flow down the length until they reach the ocean at the stern.  The ocean is about half of what it once was, and well, shall we just say, things there are a mess?”  He barked a mirthless laugh.  
 
    
 
   “What is causing the drought?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow shrugged.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!  Look at those!”  Jerome said as he spotted some animals who were drinking from the creek that flowed from the trees into the river on the opposite side.  Much smaller than the horses, their coats were a rusty, rufous brown with yellowish vertical stripes.  They were not nearly as large as the horses, being about 150 centimeters tall, with thin spindly legs.  Their black eyes watched warily as they drank from the trickle of water.   
 
    
 
   “Twin female nyalas, about two seasons old.  Might have been triplets at birth, many animal births are multiples now a days,” Bigelow said.  “They are very thirsty.  Usually they run off whenever a wagon approaches.” 
 
    
 
   As the troika passed, the nyalas just kept their eyes on them, shifting their feet a bit to keep the wagon in view, and continued drinking.  Bigelow pulled off to the side, and after examining the water in the river at that point, he allowed the horses to get drinks from the water in the river.  They eagerly lapped it up.   
 
    
 
   “You have mentioned twins, and triplets often,” Cammarry said as she turned her head to stare at the nyalas.  “Is that a new phenomena?  Is it related to the drought?” 
 
    
 
   “Now you have asked an excellent question,” Bigelow replied.  “The two things did happen at roughly the same time, and if The Union of Beta could decide anything, we might know.  Building the carousels has been our project, but I have wondered about it too.”  There was a catch in his voice as he stopped speaking.
 
    
 
   After the horses had their fill of the water, the troika rolled on.  As the sky tube was starting to dim, they approached the end of the habitat.  The huge wall that rose up and extended all the way to the top, was visible, and the end of the sky tube butted into that, leaving a glow reflecting off its terminal point.  The journey had been a slow and steady uphill effort the entire way.  Seron was visible before they actually entered the town.  It looked like a greener area ahead of them, situated directly under that end of the sky tube.  The road had slowly bent so as to lead toward the town, as did the river.  
 
    
 
   As they got closer, the other river, as seen by the few scraggily trees lining its banks, off in the distance to their left, also became visible.  It too was angling toward the town of Seron.  Jerome and Cammarry were studying the landscape and town as they drew nearer, assessing the look of the distant permalloy buildings, and the farm fields around the edges of the town.  Jerome was comparing it in his mind of Wolf City, while Cammarry was wondering where they could enter the habitat’s huge walls and search for Khin.
 
    
 
   “Now wait just a minute,” Bigelow said, interrupting their ponderings.  “Anika!  Hustle up now girl!”  He snapped the reins down, and the three horses bolted forward,
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry grabbed onto the seat and held on, surprised by the sudden acceleration.  They looked where Bigelow was looking.  The horses went off the road, and pulled the troika along over some bumpy and stubby grasses toward a small grove of some kind of short trees.  The trees had deep maroon colored bark, and green leaves with some white flowers scattered on them.  The branches were gnarly and twisted, and the clump of trees was only about four meters high and seven meters wide.  
 
    
 
   A gray haired woman was moving quickly away from the trees toward Seron.  She was wearing a light green colored top, and blue pants.  
 
    
 
   “Not again!”  Bigelow cursed.  He swore under his breath as he urged the horses to ever greater speed.  “Agnes, Anika, Arabella!  Move!”  
 
    
 
   The troika bounced and jostled as it sped toward the trees.  
 
    
 
   A small child emerged from the clump of trees, and his voice called out, “Gran-ma!  Gran-ma!”
 
    
 
   Bigelow halted the horses and dropped their leads.  He leapt from the troika and rushed toward the child.  Jerome and Cammarry jumped off and followed.  
 
    
 
   A second child came out from the trees, and on small legs ran after the woman.  He too cried, “Gran-ma!” The woman refused to turn around.  The first boy suddenly fell backward and landed on his butt.  He began to cry, his arms outstretched toward the receding figure of the old woman.  Both little boys had nearly white blond hair, white shirts with red collars, and red shorts.  The second boy wailed, “Gran-ma!” and stopped his motion forward.  The boy pulled at something behind him, but kept looking at the woman who was now running away.  
 
    
 
   “You come back!  You are a disgusting and vile woman!”  Bigelow yelled.  “You worthless pile of horse droppings!”  Bigelow swore and cursed as he reached the children.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry were right behind him.  Jerome was recalling the definitions of many of the curse words Bigelow was using, some of which he had only seen in books, and had never heard expressed.  Some of the other words were obviously profanities, but were new to Jerome.  Then he looked more closely at the children.  
 
    
 
   One of the boys, the one sitting on the dry ground, had turned and his eyes were wide with terror as he gawked at Bigelow.  Jerome saw that there was some kind of small wire wrapped around the boy’s waist which extended back to the trees, restraining him from going any further.  Looking at the other child, who was identical to the first, Jerome saw a similar wire tied around that boy’s waist as well.  The wires were far too strong for the little hands of the boys to untwist.  They were trapped.
 
    
 
   “I hope all your water is gone when you get back!”  Bigelow screamed in frustration, anger, and vengeance.  “May you dry up you old hag!”  Interspersed in his words were more graphic and colorful profanities.  
 
    
 
   “What is going on here?”  Jerome asked as he squatted down next to the first boy.  He tried to make his voice calm, but it was difficult with Bigelow ranting, and the other boy crying.  Using his hands, Jerome tried to force the wires to unwind, but it was difficult, and the wire tip bit into his hands.  
 
    
 
   “That cursed, crusty, crone has abandoned these beautiful children to die!”  Bigelow swore.  “And just before night!  The animals come out then, what a horrible, wretched….”   He then caught himself and stopped his invective of profanity.  He lowered his voice.  “I should not yell at her, it only scares these little ones, and her kind will never change.”  Bigelow pulled a small flask from his pocket, it was not his wine bottle.  He sympathetically squatted down, unscrewed the cap, and offered the first child the bottle.  
 
    
 
   “Wa-wa?”  The little boy asked through his tears and snuffles.  He could barely speak, through his cracked and parched lips, and due to his young age.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, beautiful boy, yes, sweet water for you and your brother.”  Bigelow helped the little boy to get a drink.  The other boy saw that and stepped toward him.  “Me too?”  Bigelow nodded and the boy reached out, dragging the wire behind him.  
 
    
 
   “That woman abandoned these children to die?”  Jerome said in revulsion as he looked at the sweet little children.  He glanced up at the sky tube and it was becoming twilight.  “Really?  They are less than two years old.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, probably the two leftovers of a set of triplets.”  He tipped the bottle up for the second boy to get a drink.  “See for yourself.”  He gestured to the grove of trees.
 
    
 
   There were several other wires which were tied to the trees, and trailed off a ways.  Some ended in empty loops, but one of those wires led to a small pile of ragged clothing covered by dust.  As Jerome stared at it, he realized it was not a pile of clothing, but rather the remains of a dead child.
 
    
 
   “Golden jackal probably, they do not leave much. I doubt the big cats come this close to town, but maybe,” Bigelow said with disgust.  He rubbed the side of one boy’s face tenderly as the child drank more water.   
 
    
 
   Piff! Piff!
 
    
 
   Jerome and Bigelow looked up at the strange sounds.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry was calmly standing there, left leg in front of the right, the Willie blaster pistol aimed purposefully with both hands.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow and Jerome looked at where she had aimed.  The old woman lay sprawled on the edge of the road. Her left leg was kicking feebly as her arm flailed to the side.   
 
    
 
   “You shot her?”  Jerome asked in shock.
 
    
 
   “You did well Cammarry.  Thank you for listening to me,” Shadow whispered into her mind.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.”  
 
    
 
   Bigelow grabbed the two young boys, and quickly pulled out a tool and snipped the wires, then unhooked the boys from the restraining wires.  Picking them up, one under each arm, he turned them away from the grizzly sight.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  Why?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I wanted to.”  
 
    
 
   Bigelow hastily carried the crying children back to the troika.  He set them in the back and gave them the water bottle.  He looked over at Jerome, and Cammarry.  She was still aiming the weapon at the woman’s body which now was not moving at all.  Bigelow swallowed hard.  
 
    
 
   “Good bye my friends.  I will take these children somewhere safe.  The town of Seron is just ahead, and I hope you find your friends, and everything is a success for you.”  His words poured out too quickly.  His smile was forced and as wooden as the animals on his carousel.  “Fare you both well.  Here are your supplies, and gear.  It has been a pleasure, yes a distinct pleasure to get to you know both.”  He bowed lowly, but his eyes were warily narrow as he set their backpack on the ground.  
 
    
 
   He climbed onto the driver’s seat, keeping his eyes on Cammarry who remained as she was.  He took up the reins.  “Anika, move us now!”  He snapped the reins and quickly got the horses trotting, then cantering, back in the direction they had come.  
 
    
 
   Jerome’s eyes were wide as he looked at Cammarry, and then back toward the dead woman.
 
    
 
   “We need to find Khin,” Cammarry said.  Unruffled she placed the Willie pistol back into her holster and walked over to where Bigelow had placed the backpacks and gear.  She waved toward Bigelow and the fleeing troika.  “Thank you for your service.  I will remember what you did.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow’s fleeing form in the troika did not acknowledge her words.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I do not know what to say,” Jerome murmured.  
 
    
 
   “Say nothing then.  We will leave to find Khin soon.  Never fear.”  Cammarry walked over to the clump of trees, and stood for a moment and smelled the white flowers.  She then gathered up all the wires which were anchored to the trunks of the trees, wound them together into a single loop, and then set the loop on the ground.  She took out her molecular torch, and severed all the wires from the tree trunks, being careful not to let the heat damage the trees.  She then switched the torch to welding.  A moment later, the loosely wound loop of wire was melted into one unusable misshapen oval. She causally toss it way from the trees where it landed with a thud and a puff of dust.  
 
    
 
   “Now we can find Khin,” Cammarry repeated.  She walked toward the body of the old woman. “It will be dark soon, and we need to get to the town.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome followed.  “Cammarry I am dumbstruck.”
 
    
 
   “Planet-fall.  That was what I thought was important,” Cammarry light-heartedly remarked.  “You may as well just quote some old book, or play.  You are very good at arcane things.  Just babble on about nothing, I have work to do.”
 
    
 
   As they approached the dead woman, Jerome remained silent.  
 
    
 
   Though the light was fading, and the sky tube was taking on a silvery gleam, there was enough illumination to see that the woman had been struck by the high speed projectiles twice in the back, one high on her left shoulder, the other low on her right.  Her body was covered in blood which was seeping off the roadway and down into the cracks of the dry ground.  Cammarry looked her over, but said nothing and just walked past.  
 
    
 
   They walked in silence toward Seron.  
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   12 nighttime in seron
 
    
 
    
 
   The sky tube was just a silvery slice across the top of the habitat as Jerome and Cammarry walked into the streets of Seron.  The spot far overhead where it abruptly ended against the habitat wall was still glowing and reflecting that dimming light.  
 
    
 
   “We have come about two kilometers from… from where Bigelow left us.” 
 
    
 
   “That seems about right.”  Cammarry led on.  The land around the town was cultivated, and there were plumbing pipes whirring along as they pumped water into the fields from out of the river. The road led to a wide, roughly triangular shaped, bridge which spanned where the river divided to become two branches.  One branch was the river they had followed, the other the second river which led away.  The combined river flowed out form its source somewhere upstream in the town. Walking up and over that unusual bridge, Jerome tapped his hand on the rail of the bridge.   He opened his mouth to speak several time, but uttered no words.  Thoughts of fairytale trolls, and other poems about bridges flashed through his mind, but after looking at Cammarry and remembering what she had done, his lips remained together.  His thoughts were his own.
 
    
 
   “There are a few lights in some buildings,” Cammarry observed as she led them over the bridge and down along the path, the town before them, the combined river to their side. “We will stay on the right side of the river, since we came up along that flow.  How long until we can speak to Sandie again?”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled the com-link out and looked at the small box which the roustabouts had installed. “About an hour or so.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned to him.  Her eyes wide in the twilight.  “Jerome, we need to survive. Will you work with me to survive?”  Her voice was sweet and innocent, without any trace of malice or anger. 
 
    
 
   “Of course, Cammarry.  We are in this together.  I just…”  Jerome’s words trailed off.  “That old woman died.  There is a law: blood spilt upon the ground cries out for more.”
 
    
 
   “Another old quip?  Yes, blood was spilled. Like the blood of the slaves in Alpha?  Or the blood of Dome 17’s people?”  Cammarry asked.  “Or the blood of these children which the people here abandon to be eaten by animals?  Or to die of dehydration?  Which blood spilled out first?  How much more blood until something is done?” 
 
    
 
   “I am not sure…”  Jerome hesitated.  “I do know that I am with you, and we will survive.  We must work together to survive.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled him close, and kissed him passionately.  As she pulled back she said, “Yes, we will.  No matter what.  Now we find Khin, then get our data sticks repaired, and learn about the Ferryman.  Maybe not in that order, but that is what we are here to do, and we will do it.  No one gets in my way.  Not again.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped back, and touched his lips before he spoke.  His eyes were looking down.  “In Wolf City, that last time we visited a town on the Conestoga, we wore our RAM suits.  One person called them costumes. That turned out poorly.  Is it time for a change?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped up and grabbed Jerome’s face, and lifted it to meet her eyes.  Her smile showed even in the night.  “I like what you are saying. This time we blend in, and find out what is happening.  Camouflage.  Where do we get clothing to cover ourselves?”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked away and stepped back.  “I am not sure.”
 
    
 
   “I will find it then.”
 
    
 
   As they walked along, they skirted the better lit streets.  Some permalloy buildings had a lamp on the front giving light to their entryways.  A few people were walking about, singly or in pairs, but none called out a greeting or even seemed to notice.  Each building looked the same as the others, with four windows across the front with a door at the center.  Trees and gardens were around the structures, but in the night it was hard to tell how much those were suffering from the drought. 
 
    
 
   The town was built with a grid pattern of streets, with the river flowing through the center.  Small foot bridges spanned the river at regular intervals.  Those footbridges were only about two meters wide, and were lit by lamps every five meters or so.  Twice they saw automacubes, a green one and a yellow one, roll across the bridges.  Each time, Jerome and Cammarry tried to hide or be inconspicuous in the shadows.     
 
    
 
   As they got further into the town, they drew closer to the end wall of the habitat.  There they saw a multistoried building built against the wall itself.  Lights were shining in various windows.
 
    
 
   “Ten levels, above.  Could be some below.”  Jerome stepped over toward the edge of the sidewalk. The building overlooked a round body of water which was the source of the river.  
 
    
 
   “Wolf City had a river flowing around it between the wall and the domiciles.  Here we see the housing complex built right against the wall, and the river comes up or out of that pond.”  Jerome followed a sidewalk which curved around the pond.  The dark water reflected the lights from the tall building.  The ripples of its flowing water were seen in the distorted reflections.  
 
    
 
   Two people were sitting on a bench overlooking the water of the pond.  
 
    
 
   “I have an idea.” Cammarry grabbed Jerome’s shoulder and halted his walk.  She then slowly walked over toward where the couple were sitting.  With great stealth and care, she crept up behind the bench without them noticing.  
 
    
 
   “….school classes will be completed.  The best thing would be if they just went away.  I hear down by the sea there are better conditions.”  
 
    
 
   “We hear lots of rumors, but what ones are true?  Here at least the pipes still flow.”
 
    
 
   “But for how much longer?  My parents says there are already too many people in Seron, and it does seem like more come here all the time. Will you run away with me?  I know there must be a better place somewhere.”
 
    
 
   The male wrapped his arms around the female and they kissed.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry was squatting down right behind them.  Her body was still, and her form was hidden by the nighttime shadows.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Cammarry?”  Sandie’s voice pierced the quiet and came from the com-links.
 
    
 
   “Who is there?”  The female called out.  
 
    
 
   “Get away from us!” the male stood up and stepped in front of the female.  His voice quaked a bit, revealing his age as mid-teens.  
 
    
 
   “I am going to ask you some questions, and you will answer me.”  Cammarry stood up and stepped toward the male.   
 
    
 
   “Sandie is calling!” Jerome reminded her. 
 
    
 
   “Quiet!”  Cammarry then turned back toward the teenagers. “Now you two will tell me where I can go to find elevators up to Reproduction and Fabrication.”
 
    
 
   “Spelunking?  That is a waste of effort and time.  Why would you want to do that?” the teenage girl responded.  
 
    
 
   “I have a lost friend. I must find him.  I need to go and find him.  Your help would be appreciated, and if voluntary, that is even better.”  
 
    
 
   “Voluntary?” The teenagers glanced quickly at each other, and looked at the sidewalk which led away.  Cammarry was in their way.  The pond behind them, Cammarry on the sidewalk.
 
    
 
   “Yes, you may cooperate with me. If not, one of you will answer my questions.”  Cammarry placed her hand on the holster, and tapped her fingers. “Obstreperousness will not be tolerated.” 
 
    
 
   “I do not know much.  I have heard the old folktales about Reproduction and Fabrication.  Some mythical place used back when the ship made planet-fall.  No one goes there, if it even exists.”  The male stepped back a bit, but the female nudged him.  
 
    
 
   “Hamir, do not push me into the pond!”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, Cecilia, but she has a weapon, I think.”  Turning to Cammarry he said.  “Terraforming is said to be in there too, somewhere, and you know the stories about that fiasco.”  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Cammarry?”  Sandie’s voice was urgent.  “Contact time is limited.”  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, what do you have for us!”  Jerome stepped back but kept his eyes on Cammarry.  He focused in the weapon in her holster.  
 
    
 
   “You are directly below where I conjecture the vehicle which took Khin stopped,” the AI replied.  “I am running conjectures on….”  The com-link made a negative function sound and a crackle of static.  
 
    
 
   “Indulge me with a story or two.  My friend likes old sagas and tales of wonder.”  Cammarry nodded toward Jerome.  
 
    
 
   Hamir looked around again.  He stood up as tall as possible, making him a few centimeters taller than Cammarry.  He glared at her, but his lanky body was trembling a bit.  “Everyone knows terraforming was a flop.  Utter failure, and useless.  Doomed us all to live in Beta forever. Never will the people have lebensraum.  We will just go round and round forever, never getting anywhere.  No breathing space.  Nowhere to expand.  All the old ways are dead ends. Everyone knows the stories.  The main entrance is in the wall behind the apartment complex.  No one goes there anymore.  Sometimes automacubes go in and out, but not normal people.”
 
    
 
   “Crazy spelunkers go there.  There is nothing but endless corridors and hallways.  Waste of time.”  The female peeked out from behind the male, her hand was on his arm.  “Waste of time to go in there.  No one can carry enough water to get anywhere that way.  Not that there is enough water out here, but at least we know where what little there is still flows.”   Then she bit her lip for a moment.  “I am sorry your friend is lost.  That is a bad thing, a very bad thing.  But Hamir and I cannot tell you anything more.”  
 
    
 
   “Really?  I am sure you have plenty more to say.  Believe me, I need to go there, and I need to get there unseen by anyone else.”  Cammarry stepped up closer.  “I also need a set of common clothing for me and my friend.  You will get us those.”
 
    
 
   “Go to one of the merchants tomorrow.  If you are new to town, they are easy to find, along the main street bordering the river.  Nothing is open tonight.  Not long after dawn they will be open.”  The bravado in Hamir’s voice did not ring true.   
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped up closer to the teenagers.  “I do not want to wait until tomorrow.  Cecilia and Hamir, I need to blend in tonight. You are going to help us.”
 
    
 
   “Or what?” Cecilia’s voice cracked.  “I could yell and scream.”  Her fingers were squeezing into Hamir’s arm
 
    
 
   “No need for screaming.  I apologize for being so frightening.  No one is going to hurt you.”  Jerome said as he walked up and touched Cammarry’s arm.  “We missed our connection with Sandie, Cammarry.  Leave these youth alone.  Please.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped even closer to the two teenagers.  “Where can we find the Ferryman?”
 
    
 
   “That freak?”  Cecilia’s voice was calmer, but she keep looking at Jerome.  When she saw the Willie pistol holstered on his belt her eyes grew wide.  “He too has a weapon.”
 
    
 
   “The Ferryman may have our friend.  I need to find him.”
 
    
 
   “He talks to people at the water sanitation center, during distributions,” Hamir said.  “He has been here a week or so.  Some say he is honest, some not.  I am not sure, but you can see him, maybe tomorrow at the water sanitation center.”
 
    
 
   “Water sanitation center?  Why not drink from here?  There is a lot of water there.”  Cammarry pointed a finger at the pond.  
 
    
 
   “What?  Risk drinking this and then vomit your intestines out.  Not for me.  I will wait for my sanitized share, it is at least safe to drink.”  Hamir was shivering.  “Can we go now, please?”
 
    
 
   “No.  If you were the right sizes, you could donate your clothing to us.  So instead, you will now take us to a building that has clothing, and point out where that water sanitation center is.”  Cammarry was right in front of Hamir.  “So far you are cooperating nicely.  Do not spoil it now.”  She unbuckled the top flap of the holster.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!  This must stop!  Put that away, now!”  Jerome grabbed her arm and held it fast.  
 
    
 
   “That building with the pile, those bolts of fabric, at the side, that is a clothing maker.”  Cecilia pointed.  “The water sanitation center is opposite us on the pond.  The sidewalk will lead you around the pond by the apartments to get there.  People will gather there as soon as the sky tube starts up.”  She broke down crying.  “Please let us leave.  Please.  We told you all we know.  Please do not hurt us.  Have mercy!”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled Cammarry back with both his arms and twisted his head to the youth.  “Go now.  Thank you, and I am sorry.  You were never in danger.”
 
    
 
   Cecilia rushed past Hamir and jogged away on the sidewalk never looking back.  Hamir looked one more time at Cammarry but was rapidly backing up as he spoke.  “I hope you find your friend.  I honestly do.  The corridors are vast and empty.  The Ferryman says he knows a way to a place with water.  I have friends who went with him, and they never came back.  Maybe your friend went to that other place?  Must be better than Beta.  He is probably doing fine, right?  Nothing to get so angry about.  He is better off now, like all the people who went with the Ferryman, right?  I hope we have helped you enough.”  Both his hands were up held like shields before him.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at the building Cecilia had pointed out.  Jerome looked back at Hamir.  He nodded, and Hamir swiftly turned and sprinted after his girlfriend.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?”  Jerome’s voice was low and controlled.  “Maybe we should find a place to sleep, rest.  Then we can keep searching in the morning.  It has been a hard and difficult day.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry jerked herself away from Jerome.  “We must get clothing before it gets too light.  The clothing those youth were wearing would not fit you or me.  He was too thin, and she was too petite, otherwise we would have our costumes for camouflage already.  Come on, we can cut our way into that clothing building and get what we need now.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?”  Jerome asked as she marched away toward the building.  “Cammarry?  What is happening with you?”
 
    
 
   “I am getting the mission done, no matter what.  Now we can get the clothing to blend in.  We know where to exit the habitat. And we have a location for the Ferryman.”
 
    
 
   “But at what cost?  You must not talk to people like that.  You terrified those youth.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned around and grabbed Jerome and kissed him.  “It worked, and that is what matters.  Now come with me while we get clothing.”  She swaggered away.  Hesitantly, Jerome followed.
 
    
 
   The building was not far, and they approached it from the side.  The light on the front illuminated the entry, porch, and the front yard where there were stacks of cloth in large rolls.  The stacks were up on a small platform.  The side of the building was dark, almost as black as the night.  Cammarry sidled around and peered into a window.  Some kind of interior blinds were covering it over.  Walking around to the back, there was a fence about waist high, that surrounded the rear yard, going all the way to the river’s edge.   A bit of reflected light from a building across the river shone enough to see that there was another door in the rear of the building.  
 
    
 
   “Over we go!”  Cammarry said while vaulting the wire fence.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, we can just wait until morning, and then talk to the merchant.”  Jerome’s hands were on the fence as he watched.  
 
    
 
   “I thought you did not like the way I talked to those youth.  Now you want me to wait and talk to someone else?”  She approached the back door of the building.  The dull permalloy did not reflect much light, but she could see several steps up to the door.  She was just starting to pull off her backpack when a deep-throated growl was heard.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry something is in that enclosure!”  Jerome yelled.
 
    
 
   A furious barking began at the far side of the yard.  Cammarry came running toward Jerome, and leaped up and over the fence, just as some black animal bit at her legs.  It was barking and growling and viscously leaping up and snapping at where she had escaped.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry landed, rolled over, and drew out her Willie pistol.  
 
    
 
   “No!” Jerome grabbed her arm, just as lights lit up the back yard.  
 
    
 
   The animal was standing on its back legs, with its front legs on the fence.  It was barking and snarling.  Its floppy ears were flapping back and forth as it aggressively snapped its white teeth.  The wavy black coat of fur was as dark as night.  
 
    
 
   “I will kill that thing!”  Cammarry yelled back as she wrestled with Jerome for control of the pistol.  Jerome pinned her hand down so she could not fire the weapon. 
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!
 
    
 
   Several reports sounded from the back door of the building.  A ricochet went zinging off the fence and into the night.   “Bolba!  Bolba!  Good dog.  Guard!  Guard!”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled Cammarry down.  “We are leaving now!”  
 
    
 
   “Who is out there!” the man called from the back door.  “There is not water here to steal!  You get them Bolba!”
 
    
 
   Jerome ducked down and tried to pull Cammarry along as he crawled toward the front of the building.  The dog raced along the fence barking ferociously.  Its black form silhouetted by the light from the back door.  
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!
 
    
 
   More shots rang out, and dust puffed up from a spot not far from where Jerome was crawling.  
 
    
 
   Piff!  Piff!  Cammarry was firing her Willie pistol, but not aiming it.  She just generally pointed in the direction of the building.  
 
    
 
   “Stop blasting away with that thing!”  Jerome scolded.  “You will kill someone else!”
 
    
 
   As they reached the side of the building, the dog was jumping up and down in the corner, growling, yowling, and shaking its head.  
 
    
 
   Jerome stood up against the side wall, out of sight from the back door.  “Come on.  We must leave!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry joined him.  She took careful aim at the dog as it was reaching its head over the fence.  
 
    
 
   “No!”  Jerome slammed her arm down just as she fired.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  
 
    
 
   The high speed projectile went into the dry ground, spraying up clots and dirt.  The dog yelped and jumped backward.  It whined and cowered as it backed away, but then turned round twice, and resumed even more vigorous barking, but now a good distance back from the fence.  
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!  Blam!  
 
    
 
   “Bolba!  Did they hurt you boy?  Help!  Help!  Water thieves!  Help!” the man called from his back yard.
 
    
 
   Pellets raked through the fence, and bounced off the corner of the building.  
 
    
 
   Jerome grabbed Cammarry’s arm and pulled her into a sprint away from the building and into the darkness.  
 
    
 
   As they reached the opposite side of the street, and disappeared into an alley between buildings, other lights started to come on.  Cammarry shook off Jerome’s grasp, holstered the weapon and then resumed running.  This time back toward the pond and where they had encountered the teenagers.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!”  Jerome ran after her.  
 
    
 
   More voices were yelling and calling out, but none came close or followed the two as they fled away.  Reaching the sidewalk around the pond, she slowed.  They had escaped from where most of the lights were shining.  
 
    
 
   “What were you thinking?”  Jerome said as he breathed deeply.  “First you kill that woman, now you want to steal, and even kill for some clothing?”
 
    
 
   “I will do what I have to do.”
 
    
 
   “Why?” Jerome’s voice held a mixture of puzzlement and anxiety.  “We can succeed without murdering people.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome just wants you to fail,” Shadow said.  “Had you gotten those clothes, things would be easier.”  
 
    
 
   “I know.”  
 
    
 
   “Well good.  Now we need to find a place to hide for the night, eat some of our food, and then consider our next moves.  We missed our short time to speak to Sandie, but she did say we are right below where Khin may have gone in that transport vehicle.”  Jerome pointed toward the apartment complex.  “There may be empty spaces in that large building, and those youth said the way into the corridors was back there.  We may yet escape the consequences of our foolishness if we use evasion and stealth tonight.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stopped and shook her head.  She rubbed her temples.  Then looking up to Jerome she said softly, “I am sorry.  I just want to succeed.  I must find Khin.  Will you help me?”
 
    
 
   Hustling her along at a fast, but hopefully not conspicuous walk, Jerome replied, “Of course I will help you.  But there are lines we must not cross.  We cannot become evil to achieve our goals.  We are in this together.  Look!  There is an alleyway next to that side of that complex.  Maybe that will lead us somewhere.  I think it best we get away from here.”
 
    
 
   There were more voices calling in the distance, and some additional lights were now seen as people carried hand-held spotlights.  
 
    
 
   The alleyway led into darkness, and Jerome risked turning on the fusion pack light at its lowest setting.  Several rats skittered away as the light came on.  Trash receptacles lined one side of the alley, some tipped over with their contents spilled out.  On the opposite side there a few closed doors.  Avoiding the garbage, they walked to the end, where the alleyway met the wall of the habitat.  There was a back alley, more narrow and shorter than the one they were in which ran parallel to the habitat wall.  Jerome compared the construction of the two, the apartment and the habitat wall.  While both were of spun permalloy, the two colors and textures were different.  The habitat wall was older, more deeply toned, and smoother.  The apartment complex’s permalloy was a rougher finish, and lighter color.  Looking up, Jerome saw that the joint between them was not welded, or molded, but rather the apartment complex was just pressed up against the habitat wall.   
 
    
 
   Beams of light flashed across the opening of the alleyway.  Voices echoed from out by the pond.  The words were indistinct, but the tone and attitude was angry.  
 
    
 
   “People are coming.  The alley turns here, we need to get away,” Jerome said.  Cammarry silently followed.   He took her hand and trotted down the back alleyway. “I wonder if this is where those youth said the entry was located?”  
 
    
 
   As they hustled along, Jerome examined the wall of the habitat, looking for a pressure door, or controls of some kind.  There were occasional closed doors into the apartment complex, but after going about a hundred meters, he had not seen any egress points anywhere along the habitat wall.
 
    
 
   Suddenly, a door from the apartments burst open.  Light spilled forth, and a figure was seen. “What you doing back here?” 
 
    
 
   Jerome pushed Cammarry’s arm down as she reached for the pistol on her belt.  He called out, “Hello!  I did not mean to startle you!”
 
    
 
   An older man stood there.  His chest was bare, and grey hairs were scattered over his thin torso.  He was wearing some black shorts, and no shoes.  “What are you doing back here?  I was letting the cat back in.  Come on Frisky!  Come here kitten!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry started to say something, but Jerome interrupted her.  “We are spelunking.  Where do we go in?”  
 
    
 
   A mostly white animal came creeping along from the other direction.  It had a half black face, and several black blotches on its back.  It rubbed its head up against the old man as he stood in the doorway.  “Frisky, you come inside now.”  Looking back up the man shook his head sideways and then spit.  “Nosing around in those old passages is a fool’s errand.  However, I never stopped a fool before.”  He pointed a bony finger.  “Keep going that way, and you will find a ladder up to a hatch in the ceiling.  It looks like it is welded shut, but the welds have been sliced open.  Pull down on the handle, she will open up for you.  It will not do you any good.  All the gear, tools, and equipment within walking distance were looted long ago.  The plumbing is dry as a sack of jerky.  Hardly any power still flows in there, all that has been diverted to the habbie. If you are looking for a place for a tryst, there are lots more romantic localities.  But go on and be perverts if you want.  I do not care.”  He shut the door and locks clicked into place.  
 
    
 
   “You could cut your way into his apartment,” Shadow suggested to Cammarry.  “He will offer little resistance.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked down, shook her head, and then slowly walked in the direction the old man had indicated.  She muttered some syllables, but no words.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  I can guard you here, if you are too weak or sick to go on,” Jerome offered.  “The medical kit can help.”
 
    
 
   “Last time it needed Sandie to interpret the results,” Cammarry replied.  “I am well enough.  We need to find Khin.”
 
    
 
   They walked on, and no other doors were opened, nor did they see anyone else in that back alley.  All that moved were a few skittering rats.  The ladder was just as the old man described.  Jerome climbed the few rugs, and pulled down on the hatch.  With a screech it did open.  The welds had been precisely cut so that the hatch looked solidly welded shut when it was closed, but opened completely when pulled on.  
 
    
 
   “Do you need some help to climb up here?”  Jerome leaned down and offered his hand to Cammarry. 
 
    
 
   “Will this be our Portal of Purpose?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I only called Dome 17’s decontamination system that a few times, but maybe it will be a portal that serves our purpose.”  He helped her to climb up.
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Were we wrong to come here?  It is my fault.  Was I wrong to think that because the Conestoga made planet-fall, that would be an advantage?  This ship is more of a wreck, scattered over the face of a hostile alien world, than it is a refuge.  I am sorry I led us here.”
 
    
 
   As they passed through the hatch, Jerome pulled it up and closed it behind them.  “I was just as much responsible for us getting here as you were.  Guilt is like that old disease cancer, or like rust on iron.  Guilt will consume you, torture you, destroy you as a person.”
 
    
 
   “I am guilty.  You know I killed that old woman, and I would have killed that man with that guard predator.”  Cammarry cried a few tears.  “I might have killed those youth.  I just need to stop…..”  She almost spoke about Shadow, but as her throat tightened, she changed her words.  “…stop getting distracted and yet…. I am so sorry.”
 
    
 
   Jerome wrapped his arms around her and held her for a moment.   “This has been horrible, and worse than I expected.  I understand the stress.  Seeing those poor children wired to those trees, just left to die.  I was dismayed at the cruelty of it all.  Now we need to find a place to hide and rest for a while.  We can speak to Sandie after we sleep, on the next connection interval.  Then we will press on.  Things will look better when we have eaten, drank, and rested.  All we have seen has pushed us to near panic.  Panic causes distorted perceptions. Calm understanding of our situation, and a careful evaluation will allow us to more easily assess the situation.”
 
    
 
   “I want to genuinely weld that hatch shut,” Cammarry said.  “That way the habitat people cannot just stumble onto where we are.  They may be pursuing us already.  Those youth know we asked about the corridors and the egress point.”
 
    
 
   “Sound thinking!”  Jerome patted Cammarry on the shoulder.  And we can cut through the welds quickly should we need to do so.  “Shall I weld it or will you?”
 
    
 
   “I will do it.”  Cammarry pulled off her backpack and took out the molecular torch.  She spotted several places and welded the permalloy hatch closed.
 
    
 
   They looked down the dimly lit corridor, and saw nothing around.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   13 Terraforming
 
    
 
    
 
   They spent the night sleeping on the hard floor in a room not far from the hatch they welded shut.  Like the old man had stated, the corridor they walked through had been gutted of everything except the permalloy of the walls.  There was an ESRC whose door was hanging open, but its shelves were bare.  The color pad control boxes at the side of doors were broken open, with wiring hanging out from the walls.  Most doors were jammed about half way open.  Functional lighting fixtures were few and far between giving the area a indistinct, and eerie ambiance.  It was not like the steady and dim lighting of the needle ship, nor was it like the other places they had explored.  It was shadowy, strange, and gloomy.  Even though its gravity orientation was in alignment with the habitat’s.
 
    
 
   Cammarry was first to fall asleep.  Jerome carefully pulled out the medical kit and started to attach it to her.
 
    
 
   “Leave me alone!”  
 
    
 
   “Sorry.  I just wanted to help.”  Jerome put the medical kit away, and positioned himself between Cammarry and the door.  He had managed to force the door nearly closed through brute strength. “At least this area is generally upright.  Not a tipped over world, as Khin would say.  Right?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry did not respond.  
 
    
 
   It took Jerome a long while just staring at the ceiling before he fell asleep.   
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Cammarry?”  Sandie’s voice called out loudly.  
 
    
 
   Instantly they were both awake.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie.  Quickly tell us where Khin is,” Cammarry demanded.  
 
    
 
   “Vehicle stopped at the gravitational top of the habitat over you,” Sandie answered tersely.  “Destination may be tilted in orientation. I am unable to track Khin himself.   No communications from him.”
 
    
 
   “Is that near Reproduction and Fabrication?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Near.  Distance unclear.  Seeking more information.  Working to improve links with you.”
 
    
 
   “I will plug you in here so you can help us more,” Cammarry stated and pulled the cable from her com-link.  Looking around she could see no access port to jack it into.  
 
    
 
   “Ineffective.  Time constraints con….”  Sandie’s voice faded out.  
 
    
 
   “Intermittent, interrupted, and irritating!”  Cammarry slapped her hand down to the hard floor.  The slap echoed around the room.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Sandie said she was working to improve communication and we know a general direction we need to head.”  He took some food supplies out of his pack and offered them to Cammarry. 
 
    
 
   “I have my own food.”
 
    
 
   “Well, if you need some, let me know.”  Jerome frowned and looked away.  Standing up he walked to the door and peered outside through the small space he had left.  
 
    
 
   “Sorry Jerome.  I am just not myself right now.”
 
    
 
   They ate in silence, and drank a ration of the water they carried.  
 
    
 
   “The corridor looks and sounds empty.  Shall we proceed?”  Jerome raised his gaze to look at Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   She turned away.  “Yes.  We need to find Khin, find Reproduction and Fabrication, and learn what we can about the Ferryman.  That is our mission.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed, it is.  But a bigger mission is our survival and thriving together.” Jerome used his muscles against the door and got it to slide back into its pocket enough for them to squeeze out.  “I am concerned about what is happening.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry ignored Jerome’s words and strolled out into the corridor.  She had her hand on the weapon at her belt, and her backpack was bound tightly on her shoulders and waist.  
 
    
 
   “Perhaps at the next connection with Sandie we will learn more?”  Jerome said as he followed her. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry just walked down the poorly lit corridor.  Her head was turning from side to side as she looked for anything that might assist them.  “If we spot an access port that looks serviceable, that might be advantageous.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, Sandie is not connected now, and we can only connect for short time spans. So why do we need an access port now?”
 
    
 
   “So claims those people who made the repairs.” 
 
    
 
   “Siva and the others did a remarkable job getting us connected at all.  I am thankful for what we have, and Sandie is working on making it better.”
 
    
 
   “So she claims.  Sandie also claimed to know where Khin went, then she did not, now it is uncertain, and time has passed. I just wonder what is really happening.  Too vague and too unclear.”
 
    
 
   Jerome rubbed his eyes.  He then began flexing his hands in a calisthenics movement.  It did not help him to relax.  
 
    
 
   They came to a large open area.  It was about thirty meters wide and high like a large box or cube.  Graffiti was scrawled on several walls.  The phrases were obscene and painted in florescent yellow paint.  Several other corridors led away in different directions.  
 
    
 
   “As a potential, I suppose an access port might allow us to power up more technology around here.”  Jerome walked to the wall with the most graffiti.  He ran his hands over the surface and finally found an access port near what felt like a slight seam in the permalloy.  “Found one.  I will connect in the fusion pack.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome is trying to divert your attention.  Beware!” Shadow whispered to Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   She turned away and stomped a few paces down a corridor.  Cammarry tried hard not to respond to Shadow, but the voice was insistent. 
 
    
 
   “Do you know why you got sick?  What really happened?  Beware!”  Shadow pestered  Cammarry with the words.  “Beware.  Beware.”  
 
    
 
   The lights in the area snapped on, and a whirl of air rushed down from fans in vents that suddenly had a power supply.  Dust coughed out from those same vents, and motes floated in the newly cycling air.  A display screen lit up on the side wall, near where Jerome had connected in the fusion pack.  It was covered with grime, but the light shone partially through that.    
 
    
 
   “And so we repaired something.  Shall we see what we have found?”  Jerome asked. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked over and swiped the grime away.  “No growth medium here.  No moss or fungi or plants.”  She scraped with her hand, but the display screen was hard to clean.  It was caked with dried on dust and dirt.  
 
    
 
   “Let me assist you.  Cooperation will make things happen.”  Jerome walked over and also scraped at the display screen.  “This is really baked on here.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled off her backpack, and took out a water container.  She splashed some of its contents up onto the display. 
 
    
 
   “Waste water?”  Jerome’s mouth fell open.  “I have not seen any water supplies inside here yet.  That old man said there were none.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry glared at Jerome.  “We must succeed.  So we take risks.”  She then wiped the display cleaner.  The central area was now readable. With black letters on the beige background.  
 
    
 
   “Terraforming and Restoration,” Cammarry winked at Jerome.  “It says ‘authorized personnel only’ so I officially authorize you.  Will you authorize me?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly!”  Jerome smiled widely at the change in Cammarry’s demeanor.  “Is it an old touch-activated system, or are some manual controls somewhere nearby?”  He glanced around looking for other panels, controls, or doors.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry slapped her hand against the screen.  “Touch activated, I think.”  She held her hand firmly against the screen.  A green glow pulsed around her hand. 
 
    
 
   More words scrolled across the dirty display.  She read them out as they passed into the cleaned area of the display.  “Alternative entrance affirmed.  Procedures in process.”
 
    
 
   “Entrance affirmed?  But where?”  Jerome asked.  “I do not see any doors or openings or elevators.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry slapped the display screen again, this time with her other hand while pressing with the first.  “Work you stupid thing!  Work for me now!”  A metallic groan came from the wall.  Dust, debris, and dirt fell from a small seam that parted as the wall shook and tried to rotate open.  It shuddered to a stop at a place only about half a meter wide open.  Light did shine from inside.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry you did it!  Well done!”  Jerome said as he unjacked the fusion pack.  As he did that, the lights in the corridor flickered and sputtered.  The door remain in its partially rotated open position.  The display screen went dark.  It looked like a blank wall where someone had washed a section clean.  The light continued to shine from the opening of the door. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned sideways and slid into that opening and was gone.  Jerome quickly followed.  As they both stepped into the better-lit area, they were struck by the sounds and smells.  In the prior corridor they had dust and dryness.  Here, the air was moist, warmer, and there was a slushing sound coming from ahead of them.  
 
    
 
   “Shut that door!”  Cammarry harshly ordered.  Her voice then dropped to a softer, gentler tone.  “Sorry.  Forgive me.  We do not want to be hunted by those people from Seron, right?”  She smiled and met Jerome’s eyes.  “We are getting somewhere, and pursuers will just hinder us.  We still need to find an elevator to take us upward, and hopefully the elevator will function all the way up, even if the decks are not aligned with this gravity.  I am not sure how that will work, we may need to hike upward.”
 
    
 
   “This rotating door would barely work from the other side, but I can try.”  Jerome looked around.  They were on a small walkway which overlooked a very large area.  That area reached two stories below them, and one story above.  There was a permalloy three-bar railing along the edge of the walkway.  To the sides, the walkway extended about a hundred meters in both directions.  Looking at the wall which had opened, Jerome found a nine-section color control pad, still in good condition.  He looked at Cammarry and shrugged his shoulders.  
 
    
 
   “Try blue, green, green, white, blue, yellow.  That has worked before.”  Her smile was sweet and nice.  
 
    
 
   Jerome pressed that sequence of colors.  The door buzzed for a moment, and then snapped shut with a resounding clank.  “Well that worked.  I am not sure how well the passages above will work, but in here things seem better, more functional.”
 
    
 
   “Of course it is,” Cammarry muttered under her breath.  She looked out beyond the railing and saw a bright light shining from a doorway at the far side, and on the lowest level of the large area.  The side wall to their right had enormous pipes, three meters in diameter, running horizontally and then angling down to the lowest level and turning again to go into the far wall.  The wall to the left had scaffolds, lifts, and various construction equipment stacked up from the lowest level to reach the walkway.  Most of the equipment was haphazardly arranged, and in no order either Jerome or Cammarry could discern.  
 
    
 
   “I see no way to go up, but we could descend down and head for that lighted doorway.  Do you think this is Terraforming and Restoration?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Certainly. The place is labeled that.”  Cammarry walked briskly along and toward the lifts and scaffolding. “Those youth said terraforming was a failure, I will not be.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie said we needed to go up to get to Reproduction and Fabrication.  I will keep watch for an elevator or stairway.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you do that Jerome.  You do that.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome’s eyes shifted as he watched her walking away.  He shook his head a bit, and began flexing his hands continuing the repetitive calisthenics. 
 
    
 
   An open lift platform was just off the walkway at the corner where it met the left hand side wall.  Cammarry stepped onto it and activated the manual control lever before Jerome was onboard.  
 
    
 
   “Hey!  I am coming too!”  He jumped on as the lift descended.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pinched her nose and took some full and long deep breathes.  “Sorry Jerome.  I thought you were already standing here.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped over and embraced her with a hug.  “The stress is strong.  Our greatest weapon against stress is our ability to cooperate and work together.  We are in this together.”
 
    
 
   She snuggled up against him and rubbed her head into the crook of his neck.  As the lift descended they held each other tightly.  There was a bump and snap as the lift stopped its descent close to the bottom level.  It was not able to quite make it all the way down due to some debris piled on the floor.  They pushed the gate on the rails open, and hopped down, dropping a meter or so.  Looking back up, the area continued with the cast of gray overtones, but the light from the doorway ahead was bright, nearly white in color.  The splashing sounds from the huge pipes was not as loud on that end of the room.  
 
    
 
   “Terraforming and Restoration has power, and fluids flowing in those pipes, but the area is a mess.”  Jerome kicked some flimsy metal sheeting out of the way.  
 
    
 
   Approaching the lit doorway proved to be not as easy as they anticipated when they saw it from two stories up.  There was lots of junk, debris, and clutter covering the floor.  Stepping through that was tedious, as much of the jumble was loose, or jagged.  Finally, they did make a crisscrossing journey from where the open lift had come down to where the large pipes connected into the wall near the lit doorway.  One large tank, roughly twenty meters long was labeled in faded letters, ‘Bihydrogen Unioxide’.  It was completely sealed over, but had pipes connecting into it.  The swishing and gurgling noises were loudest next to the tank.
 
    
 
   “Water?  Using a silly name for it.”  Jerome said as he looked at the tank.  He felt it with his hand, and there was a distinct vibration which corresponded to the gurgling sounds.  “I wonder how far into the wall the tank extends?”
 
    
 
   “The lost habitat water?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  This is a huge tank, but even that large of an amount of water would not compare to the vast needs of the biome of Beta.”
 
    
 
   “But if the water is flowing through this tank, and it sounds like it is, where is it going?”  Cammarry rapped on the permalloy.
 
    
 
   “Maybe we will find out.  That lit doorway may reveal some answers.”
 
    
 
   The light was so bright it was difficult to see past the doorway.  
 
    
 
   “Khin would be blinded for sure,” Jerome commented.  
 
    
 
   “Why did he mention Khin?  What does he know?  Why is he hiding things from you?”  Shadow whispered to Cammarry as she thought about Khin and his aversion to light.  “Beware Cammarry.  Not all is as it seems.  Beware!”
 
    
 
   “I heard you!”  Cammarry snapped back.
 
    
 
   “Sorry.  I just cannot stop thinking about Khin.”  Jerome looked away as Cammarry’s face was drawn and tense.   He stepped into the lighted doorway, and she followed.   
 
    
 
   Taking a moment to allow their eyes to adjust to the brightness, they blinked, stretched, and then looked around.  The room they had found had several large spotlights which were focused on the doorway.  They shined down on it from the upper corners of the room.  After stepping beyond the beam of those lights, Jerome and Cammarry could see what the room was like.  About ten meters wide, and perhaps twenty meters to the far wall, the room was spotlessly clean, and of a light blue color.  The side walls had mechanical apparatus on them every meter or so, which consisted of rectangular boxes with gauges, levers, and buttons on them.  All seemed to be functioning, but there were no labels, or designations, except over the far wall.  There was a bulkhead door on that wall with red numbers zero and seven written across it.  
 
    
 
   Jerome examined the first set of controls, and gauges.  “These are pressure indicators, and perhaps flow rates, for something, but I am not sure what this is monitoring or observing. The gauges have no numbers just a label-less grid. Looks like some monitors might be for automacubes, maybe, but it is not clear at all.  A few symbols, but nothing definite.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry marched right past all the controls, and reached for the nine-section color control pad next to the bulkhead door.  She pressed blue, green, green, white, blue, yellow.  The door chimed several times, and then swooshed open.  
 
    
 
   “Welcome to Terraforming and Restoration,” a mechanical voice stated with the sound emanating from somewhere overhead.  “You personnel from Machine Maintenance are long overdue.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked in quickly, and Jerome followed.  The bulkhead door swooshed shut behind them.  
 
    
 
   “What is this place?”  Jerome said in surprise before he could contain his thoughts.  
 
    
 
   “Terraforming and Restoration, egress point zero-seven, bow section, Habitat Beta,” the mechanical voice replied.  “I am synthetic brain Premenit overseeing the terraforming process.  Currently I am in the midst of biological transformation of the Conestoga crew to adaptation for life on planet Zalia.”   There was a sound of clanking and clacking.  
 
    
 
   Several blue automacubes rolled by, and a silver automacube was parked near the entrance. Jerome and Cammarry gave those machines hardly a look as their eyes were fixed on the five meter tall clear permalloy upright vats which were lined up in a row extending in both directions.  The vats each held a human body, suspended in a glowing yellowish green liquid.  Wires, tubes, and small cables were hooked into each body.  Devices were visible protruding from the bodies.  The glow from the vats cast a strange color on the entire area.   
 
    
 
   Cammarry rubbed her scarred arm as she looked at the bodies hanging in the vats.  
 
    
 
   “I have been waiting for my service repair request to be honored,” SB Premenit stated.  “This excessive delay will be reported to administration, and disciplinary action is strongly suggested.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked over and placed a hand on the smooth surface of the vat.  It was cool and damp to the touch.  The human inside was facing away from her.  She walked around the vat, squeezing between the conduits, tubes, ducts and wiring that ran indiscriminately between the vats.  As she got to the back side, she could see the face of the person in the vat.  His eyes darted over toward her with recognition.  His lips moved, and he formed the word, ‘Help Me’ and blinked his eyes again and again.
 
    
 
   Cammarry gulped as she stared at the victim in the vat.  Her breathing quickened.  A tear ran down her face.  
 
    
 
   “SB Premenit?”  Jerome swallowed hard.  He walked along looking at the vats, his mind racing to understand what he was seeing.  His voice cracked and he licked his lips a few times.  His foot tapped on the floor when he stopped.  “Premenit?  What is the nature of the repair you need?”  
 
    
 
   “Please move away from the vats as rotation is about to take place,” SB Premenit commanded.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped back quickly as the clacking and clanging sounds came again.  Each vat shifted about to their right.  Looking down they saw a series of slots in the floor, where tracks and chains pulled the train of vats along.  As they moved each vat also rotated a quarter turn following the groves in the floor.   During the turn, several white automacubes became visible beyond the line of vats. 
 
    
 
   “The service repairs required are outlined in the invoice sent to Machine Maintenance,” SB Premenit responded.  “I was very clear in my requests.  I enumerated each repair request in order of significance, but none lack essential importance.  You may begin repairs immediately.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome rubbed his forehead and then said, “Our records may have been jumbled in transmission.  Please restate your repair request so we can expedite service.”  His eyes kept looking at the numerous vats and their human contents.
 
    
 
   “Understood,” SB Premenit replied.  “There are three primary essential repairs.  First repair entreaty: Restore supply of biological materials. Lack of biological materials is becoming critical.  With exterior failure rate at 100% to this point, recycling of biological materials is not possible.  However, life expectancy is increasing and now at seven minutes, fourteen seconds.  Evolution of Project Angel Food cannot continue without enhanced supply of biological materials.”
 
    
 
   “Project Angel Food?”  Jerome gulped.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the terraforming objective.  Second repair entreaty:  Restore complete water supply to at least marginal levels.  Project Angel Food cannot properly evolve with the curtailed and truncated water supplies.  Third repair entreaty: Sequester or eliminate the human calling himself Brigadier.  Project Angel Food has been set back due to sabotage and other activities by this human.  Physical alterations to Terraforming and Restoration have been done which have severely limited the mission’s abilities.  Security has failed to respond to repeated calls for intervention.  Begin repairs immediately.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped next to Jerome.  He glanced at her and she met his eyes.  He too was holding back tears at what he was seeing as another clank and clack happened when the line of vats moved and rotated.  
 
    
 
   Jerome swallowed again, hard.  “SB Premenit have you been in contact with other synthetic brains?”
 
    
 
   “Only the secondary synthetic brains Cevirmek, Athru and Forvandle.  Begin repairs immediately.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled at his lips before he spoke.  “SB Premenit, please relate a concise overview of Project Angel Food.”
 
    
 
   “Begin repairs immediately,” SB Premenit stated.  “I have been delayed in my mission for excessively long.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry blurted out, “Then you can wait for a few more moments so we can understand what is needed.  That or we just leave right now.”
 
    
 
   There was an awkward silence.  Twice more the vats moved and rotated.  The clanking of the movement echoed in the area.    
 
    
 
   “Conestoga mission parameters, including Project Angel Food, are in the main archive collection, however, it is understood that damage has taken place.  Therefore here is your requested synopsis. Project Angel Food is in process with secondary synthetic brains Cevirmek, Athru and Forvandle to prepare crew and passengers of the Conestoga to live on planet Zalia.   We are seeking an effective way to transform, convert, or mutate biological materials to survive outside of Habitat Beta.  Using a tentation system, refinement is happening, but at a slower than expected pace.  The pace can be accelerated when repairs are made.  The supply of biological materials…..”
 
    
 
   “A trial and error system? I thought terraforming was designed to alter the planet, not the people,” Jerome said.  “That was what was attempted on the moon, Mars, and some of the other places in the Earth solar system.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  Tentation was not the first choice, but has now become the only recourse.  The original and primary mission parameters did call for terraforming of the planet in the manner to which you speak,” SB Premenit stated.  “However, fifteen years, three months, and four days ago, that mission objective was declared unworkable.  The mission was repurposed to alter biological materials to fit Zalia, not Zalia to fit biological materials.  An acceptable outcome was predicted, dependent upon enough biological materials and other raw supplies.  Enhanced fertilization methods were injected into the biological materials of Beta at that time.  However the human called Brigadier inhibited harvesting of biological materials, disrupted water flows, and sabotaged the physical layout of Terraforming and Restoration. ”
 
    
 
   “Help me understand.  You are modifying these biological materials to live outside on the planet’s surface?”  Jerome asked as he bit his knuckle between his teeth.
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Begin repairs immediately.”
 
    
 
   “And these vats are holding the biological materials?”  Jerome asked in a low voice.
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Begin repairs immediately.”
 
    
 
   “You are sending the modified versions of these….biological materials… out to the surface of Zalia and you observe what happens?”  Jerome’s voice was quaking.  He gulped several times between his words.  “A trial and error test of survival?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Begin repairs immediately.”
 
    
 
   “Let me summarize, to ensure and confirm I am comprehending the situation.”  Jerome looked to Cammarry, but could not catch her eye.  “You are modifying these biological materials, and then sending them out onto the planet’s surface, but you said there is a 100% failure rate?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct, however, progress has taken place.  The life expectancy has increased from the initial survival period of under two minutes, to seven minutes and fourteen seconds.  The failure rate of 100% is accurate to this point, but eventually reuse of biological materials will take place.  The learning and information gained is used to refine the modification procedure.  Tentation is working, albeit as a slow process.  Begin repairs immediately.”
 
    
 
   “And you need additional biological materials to continue the process?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  The biome is producing a steady supply of biological materials, especially since enhanced fertilization was introduced.  The problem is in the supply chain for the biological materials. It is inadequate at present harvesting rates.  Begin repairs immediately.”
 
    
 
   “Explain your current harvesting practice…no wait,” Jerome collected his thoughts and then pressed on.  “Does that harvesting practice involve a human called the Ferryman?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct, although the Ferryman is not a single individual human as you imply.  The Ferryman system is bringing biological materials to various locations where they are prepared for modification.  That is the current harvesting procedure. It is inadequate.  Machine Maintenance will rectify that deficiency.  My repair requests outlined utilizing a crew of medical automacubes for harvesting, but those will need to be build and purposed for this task.  Begin repairs immediately.”
 
    
 
   “Harvesting biological materials?”  Cammarry shrieked out.  “You mean people!  You are harvesting people!”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Project Angel Food’s goal is the successful hybridization of and adaptation of human biological materials for survival on Zalia.  It is the program to fulfill the terraforming and restoration mission objectives.  The mission goal of the Conestoga is to have a successful human settlement on the destination planet.  That successful human colony is the aim.  Project Angel Food is people oriented and mission directed to achieve that purpose.”
 
    
 
   “This cannot….”  Cammarry began, but then her voice stopped.  She silently nodded her head.  Her eyes glazed over.  A strange grin crossed her face.  “... this cannot be inhibited by lack of repairs.  Your mission is understood and supported.  Forgive me for my outburst.  Repairs will begin immediately.  We already encountered a Graveyard of Dead Minds, where synthetic brains were sabotaged. We need to insure that will not happen here.  Please show us the location of your physical components, your….”
 
    
 
   “Central memory core,” Jerome added.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that central memory core is essential to initiating the repairs.  Show us where it is located, so we can confirm and initiate repairs.”  Cammarry’s voice was soft and silky.   “I need to confirm and assess that location to begin repairs.  Much has been lost in transmissions, and you said there have been alterations to the physical layout here.  We want to do this correctly.  Machine Maintenance is here to serve and assist.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for agreeing to begin repairs,” SB Premenit responded.  “You will proceed to follow the directional indication arrows.” Blue flashing arrows appeared on the side walls, and Jerome and Cammarry walked briskly along following those.  Jerome kept trying to catch Cammarry’s eye, but she avoided his looks.  She continued to nod her head at strange intervals, and Jerome wondered what she was hearing.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   14 modifications are done
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As they walked along the row of vats holding humans in the yellowish-green liquid, Jerome watched for Khin.  He examined each body, dismissing quickly those whose coloration, or gender, or hair were not consistent with Khin.  He tried hard not to think about each person as an individual, and those in the vats who were positioned in such a way as to see him and blink, or mouth words, were hardest to ignore.  His pulse pounded in his ears, and his eyes watered.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?”  He asked quietly. 
 
    
 
   There was no response.  He reached out and touched her arm, but she pulled away quickly.   
 
    
 
   They kept walking and following the blue flashing directional indicators.  They walked through a doorway, where a pressure door opened for them.  That led to a second pressure door which was marked, ‘Restricted Access: Terraforming Control’ but that door too opened as they approached it.  
 
    
 
   They were in a room which had an entire wall of clear permalloy which bowed outward.  Beyond that was the landscape of the planet Zalia. Its green vista a sickening color.  The fuzzy red ball in the sky was Zalia’s sun, but it was haze covered, and shimmered in intensity as the gases of the planet’s atmosphere passed in front of it.  Sometimes more red, sometimes less, the light fluctuated greatly.  The ground was plowed up in a deep furrow exposing gray liquids in pools and ponds at the bottom of the furrow.  There was a slushy flow of liquids down the middle of the furrow away from the habitat.  An alien river of unknown composition, flowing along, apparently out from somewhere below his vantage point.  Some weird kinds of things were sprouting up from the ground alongside where the furrow had been made.  Those swayed and oscillated back and forth with their yellowish stalks with maroon colored crowns wavering in the winds.  Jerome thought of them as pseudo-trees.
 
    
 
   An oblong thing, with colors of spotted yellows, reds, and greens, floated by and then came to rest at the crown of one of the sprouted pseudo-tree things.  Jerome estimated their height at something like three meters, but he was unsure of the whole scale, until he saw the automacube rolling along the bottom of the furrow.  Then he knew he had greatly underestimated the size of what he was seeing.   He knew he was about a ten meters up from the ground level.  To the side he noticed the crane extending horizontally out from the hull. Its dull blue permalloy color was a stark contrast to the other colors of native Zalian features. 
 
    
 
   The automacube was not a red, or blue, or any other color he had already seen.  This one was olive drab, with shiny black wheels, and had twin manipulation arms on its top.  It was carrying one of the vats which had a human inside of it.  Judging by the vat’s size, Jerome knew this type of automacube was larger than the reds which had attacked him in Alpha, and also bigger than the blues which had worked doing engineering projects.  This automacube had a militaristic, hardened, look about it.  
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped up and placed his hand on the permalloy window while he looked out to the sides and saw that the crane had a track from which two more vats were suspended.  Each of those vats also carried a human within it.
 
    
 
   “Are we seeing Project Angel Food?”  Jerome asked, his voice tightly controlled. “This is what you are doing to…the biological materials?” 
 
    
 
   “You are seeing the testing stage of Project Angel Food.  That is correct.  Begin repairs immediately,” SB Premenit replied.  “The central memory cores for me, and for secondary synthetic brains Cevirmek, Athru and Forvandle are on the side of this room.  You requested access to them, and you are here.  Begin repairs immediately.”
 
    
 
   He turned away from the eerie, frightening, and grotesque sight of outside, and looked around.  Only then did Jerome look at the room in more detail.  
 
    
 
   On one side of the room was a large back of displays, and a workstation with a long countertop.  Manual controls, levers, gauges, and dials were all around.  Several chairs were nestled under the countertop.
 
    
 
   On the other side of the room were the central memory cores.  The four of them, one large one, and three smaller versions were all set up on a platform three steps from the floor.  The largest one, which Jerome assumed was for SB Premenit, was an upright apparatus consisting of a series of horizontal brass colored rings, encircling a clear permalloy principal column.  Each ring was ten centimeters thick and a half meter wide.  Each ring, or layer was separated from the others, so the interior clear permalloy column was visible.  Seven layers of those brass colored rings were polished and shining brightly from top to bottom.  
 
    
 
   Down the center, between the rings, was the clear permalloy pylon, or column, holding glowing and bright, amber-colored, liquid.  That liquid, had neutrinotronic and quarkite components which caused bubbles to actively move up and down within the liquid.  Inside the column was a dim diamond shaped core, at the very center, around which the bubbles swirled and moved.  The diamond core had bubbles exude from it, and also were reabsorbed into it, in a dance of mechanical and synthetic thought.  
 
    
 
   Connection cables, outlets, conduits, wires, and pipes were at the top running into the ceiling.  Several large junction boxes extended down into the floor. Smaller wires, cables, and tubes connected into the rings from the various places.  
 
    
 
   The three smaller central memory cores, were very similarly shaped and constructed, only they had five rings, and were shorter and more narrow.  Each central memory core was sleek and elegant.  They radiated a subtle kind of power, dignity, and serenity.  The physical links between all four central memory cores were clearly directed toward the largest one which glowed brighter than the others did.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked over to the central memory cores.  “So you have been out of contact with the other synthetic brains?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Only we four are latticed together.  Begin repairs immediately.”
 
    
 
   “You have not contacted SB Amelia Earhart?  Or Joseph Crater?  Or any other synthetic brains or artificial intelligences?”  Cammarry asked again.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Since Habitat Beta was jettisoned from the needle ship, the lattice has been broken.  I was able to maintain the working network with the secondary synthetic brains because of their physical proximity.  Only we four remain to complete the mission of terraforming and restoration.  The entire success of the Conestoga mission resides with us.   Begin repairs immediately.”    
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!  Look!”  Jerome said and motioned outside.  
 
    
 
   The olive drab automacube had set the vat down, and turned it onto its side.  The vat unsealed and the human inside was spilled out onto the ground of the planet Zalia.  It was a male, short, and with dark hair.  Scars were evident on his naked body where implants had been placed.  As the yellowish green fluid poured away it ran down and mixed with the gray sludge at the bottom of the furrow, colors in bands rippled across the pools as the fluids tried to integrate.  They leaked slowly down and into the flow of liquids at the bottom of the furrow.   
 
    
 
   “I know him.”  Cammarry said as she peered out at the man on the alien landscape.    “That is Khin!”
 
    
 
   “Khin?”  Jerome asked.  He looked hard.  The coloration seemed about right, the size and shape of the person were about the same as Khin’s.  “He is too far away to tell for sure. I just do not know.  It might be Khin!”
 
    
 
   “Might be?”  Cammarry turned and glared at Jerome.  “It is Khin!  I know it is!”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked again.  “I cannot be sure.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry slapped Jerome hard across the side of his face.  “It is Khin!  Why do you refuse to see it!  Look at reality for once!”
 
    
 
   Holding his stinging face, he stepped away.  Jerome’s eyes looked from Cammarry back to the view outside.  “I…  We are too far away.  I am not sure it is Khin.  I just do not know!”
 
    
 
   The man from the vat stood up and shook his head from side to side.  Several wires were sticking out from his head, and there was a gold colored mechanical box jutting from his back.  His eyes were covered by some kind of filter-like hood or something.  He reached over his head and tried to yank at the box, but he was unable to reach it.  He turned and twisted around trying to grab at the implants which had been surgically placed into his body.  His chest heaved and sighed as he tried to breathe the poisonous air of the planet.  He clawed at his face, his nose, and his mouth.  
 
    
 
   “It is Khin, and you do not care at all.”  Cammarry folded her arms across her breast.  “Poor Khin, poor poor Khin.” 
 
    
 
   “No matter who that is, SB Premenit, you must cease this now!”  Jerome ordered.  “Recover that man!  Bring the biological materials back inside now!”
 
    
 
   “Unable to do so.  Testing in progress.”  The synthetic brain responded. 
 
    
 
   “It is Khin!  I know it is,” Cammarry muttered.  
 
    
 
   “Recovery of that person is required for repairs!”  Jerome yelled.  “Repairs can only start when you bring him back inside.  Do it now!”  
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply with request.  No available recovery process in place.  Testing continuing.  I can shut down the line before the next test if that is required for repairs.”
 
    
 
   “Shut it all down now!  Find a way to bring that man back inside before he dies!”  Jerome rushed to the control workstation took a seat and began looking at the myriad of controls, levers, buttons, knobs, gauges, dials, and displays.
 
    
 
   “Unable to recover biological materials once deployed in testing,”  SB Premenit replied.  “Project Angel Food on temporary hold until repairs completed.  Expedite repairs.”
 
    
 
   “Not good enough!”  Jerome yelled.  “Get that automacube to bring him back inside now!”
 
    
 
   “Unable to recover biological materials once they are deployed in testing,”  SB Premenit repeated.  “Armored automacube, AA-005 does not have access to interior, it is designed for exterior use only.  No recovery process in place.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked slowly to the bowed window and watching helplessly as the man stumbled about in agony.  “Khin, I am sorry I failed you.”  
 
    
 
   It was a graphic, gut-wrenching, and horrific seven minutes to watch.
 
    
 
   After countless flailing around and writhing in agony, the man’s body fell into one of the gray pool of fluids. He lay face down and still.  Vapors steamed up from his body. SB Premenit commented.  “Failure number 10,987.  Information gathered and compiled.  Integration into next generation of biological materials.  Begin repairs immediately, so Project Angel Food can commence as quickly as possible.”
 
    
 
   Jerome dropped his head into his hands.  “This is nonsense!  Garbage!  These are all manual overrides, but I cannot tell for what.  There is damage to the circuits and system. I tried turning everything off…. I do not know what good it did.  Except for the water flow system, nothing is labeled or marked.  I shunted what was labeled as main water aqueduct back to the biome, but who know?  If Sandie was here….”  He sobbed deeply.  He fumbled for the com-link over his ear.  He pulled the cable from that an inserted it into the access port.  “Sandie!  Please hear me!  I need your help! I redirected the water back to the biome.  Sandie?  Sandie tell me!  Was that really Khin?”  
 
    
 
   “Of course it was Khin!”  Cammarry said.  “You just refuse to recognize it.  We just saw Khin die and did nothing.”
 
    
 
   Jerome spun several of the dials and levers to the off position.  “I shut everything down I could.  I tried!  I tried!  If Sandie could interface…”  He looked at the cable connecting the com-link to the access port. “Sandie could have reversed this.  Was that really Khin?”
 
    
 
   There was no response from Sandie, there were hours left to go until the next contact widow opened.  
 
    
 
   “Machine Maintenance man, what are you doing?”  SB Premenit asked.  “You will begin proper repairs immediately.”
 
    
 
   “You know that was Khin,” Shadow said to Cammarry.  “Jerome is lying, but you know it was Khin.  Jubal was right, you are unfit.  Your friend died because of your incompetence.  Dome 17 was breached because you were to slow.  Who will die next because of you?”
 
    
 
   “Shut up!”  Cammarry pulled out the Willie pistol and yelled, “Here are your repairs!”
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  Piff.  Piff.
 
    
 
   Cammarry had the pistol set to its highest energy and velocity setting.  Those extremely fast projectiles struck into the largest of the central memory cores with devastating momentum and power.  Steam hissed out from a severed pipe.  Sparks flew out from ripped up wiring.  A conduit broke loose, and thick gunk dripped from a shattered valve.  The clear permalloy itself was dented and chipped.  
 
    
 
   “Cease violent action!”  SB Premenit commanded.  “Cease immediately!”
 
    
 
   Sirens wailed and red lights flashed.  Cammarry fired the pistol repeatedly at the pressure door as it tried to slide closed.   
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  Piff.  Piff.  
 
    
 
   The impact of the projectiles bent the frame and the door jammed with an angry hiss.  It was a third of the way open.  
 
    
 
   Synthetic brain Premenit called out, “You are not from Machine Maintenance!  You are insurrectionists!  You are jeopardizing the mission of the Conestoga!  Stop all violence immediately!”
 
    
 
   “No,” Cammarry said.  She calmly turned and again fired the pistol into the large central memory core.
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  Piff.  
 
    
 
   She fired again and again.  The impacts drilled into the brass rings until one of them split.  That crack then worked its way around the pylon.  
 
    
 
   A large flash of flame jetted out from the cracked ring.  It licked the ceiling and charred everything it its path.  Melted wiring dropped to both sides of Premenit’s central memory core.  The flame was so bright Cammarry shielded her face with her hand.  The pistol continued to fire, this time the projectiles bored through the control boards, near where the distraught Jerome was weeping.  Shaking back to what was happening, Jerome threw himself down to the deck to escape the barrage of weapon’s fire. The com-link roughly pulled from off his ear remaining on the countertop.
 
    
 
   Something exploded behind the control board, shaking the whole side of the room and popping the gauges out. Their wrecked mechanisms falling onto the cracked countertop.  A second detonation happened behind the board.  Some of the instruments flew out.  Broken pieces of splintered gadgets were thrown in all direction.  Flames licked up from the wreckage.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry stop!” Jerome yelled as he covered his head with his hands, the rain of fractured devices and shrapnel falling around him.
 
    
 
   The smell of burnt circuits permeated the room, and both humans smelled it. The power systems faltered and lights flickered, and both sets of human eyes observed it.  The sizzle and whirr of air filters clicked up several notches in a futile attempt to compensate for the fried connecter junctions.  The human ears of Jerome and Cammarry heard those snapping, popping, and crackling sounds.  
 
    
 
   A warbling whine came from somewhere and the illumination in the area dimmed, and then flickered off.  Smoke rose from the burning components of the control board.  The smoke curled around the top of the room and filled the air with an acrid, pungent stench.    Flashing red lights punctuated the room with a glare.  A security screen dropped into place and the bow shaped clear permalloy window was covered.  The green glow from outside was gone.
 
    
 
   A different mechanical voice, obviously recorded, came from above. “Security has been summoned.  All personnel to emergency stations.  Security has been summoned.  All personnel to emergency stations.”
 
    
 
   “Shut up!  I am sick of disembodied voices telling me what to do!”  Cammarry regained her footing and aimed the pistol back at the memory cores.  “Shut up!  Shut up!  Shut up!!!”
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  Piff.  
 
    
 
   The memory cores were pulverized by the weapon.  Premenit’s was leaking amber fluid from the central column, where numerous cracks and fractures had happened. The brass colored rings were shredded, the diamond shape at the center of the pylon was whirling in an uncoordinated manner.  
 
    
 
   Piff. Piff. Piff.  Piff.  
 
    
 
   The other three memory cores were pounded by repeated impacts. The nearest small memory core listed to the side and flames ignited around it.  The amber fluid that was leaking out as it combined with other fluids ruining down from ruined pipework. Some of those were flammable and flames fluttered and sparked and danced in the damaged equipment. The pyre roared in heat and in noise.  
 
    
 
   A mechanical voice screamed incoherently.  A wailing synthetic tortured verbalization of the physical destruction.  
 
    
 
   Another of the small memory core’s brass colored rings dripped as they melted in the heat.  This caused that unit to implode as a vortex at the diamond shaped center sucked in all around it, and crushed it.  The scorching was severe.  
 
    
 
   The last one was vibrating and oscillating, the bubbles in its fluid shaken into tiny spheres which were slamming against the permalloy.  Wires, and pipes were stretching and falling away from it.  
 
    
 
   “Why?  Why?  Why?” A synthetic brain wailed from that last memory core.  “Why?”
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  Piff.  Piff.
 
    
 
   “Shut up!  No more talking to me!  No more!”  The hysteria in Cammarry’s voice exceeded that of the dying synthetic brains.  
 
    
 
   Leaping to his feet, Jerome grabbed Cammarry by her shoulders and dragged her toward the partially open door.  “We leave this inferno now!” He yelled as his physical strength overpowered her.  
 
    
 
   “I must shut them all down!”  Cammarry bawled as she was pulled through the doorway.  “They killed Khin!  They are insane!”
 
    
 
   Jerome wrestled her out the door, and slammed his fist into the color control pad on the outside of the door.  Cammarry pulled away from him.  There was a negative function sound from the door.  The pressure door shook in its frame but did not close completely.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!  Come on!  We need to escape!”  Jerome urged. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry swung around and aimed the pistol toward Jerome.  Her eyes were wild.  Her pupils huge. Her lips drawn tight.  He ducked and heard the weapon fire at the same time. 
 
    
 
   Piff. Piff.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?”  Jerome yelled as he looked up from the floor. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry nodded.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked behind him and saw a blue automacube which was rocking back and forth on its drive wheels from the projectiles slamming into its front.  Its manipulation arm spun about and the fire suppression nozzle drooped.   Fluids dripped and flowed out from its punctured chassis.  
 
    
 
   “This place must be destroyed.”  Cammarry spun about and darted down the line of vats.  She was pulling off her backpack as she ran.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked back from the wrecked automacube to see Cammarry running.  “Cammarry!  Where are you going?”  He hesitated as he stood up.  The smoke was billowing from the room he had just left and getting thicker.  He went after Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   A second blue automacube rolled hurried along past the disabled one, and up to the doors.  It began forcing them closed as it sprayed fire retardant foam into the room.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry dug the molecular torch out of the backpack as she ran.  It was clumsy, holding the weapon in one hand, and getting the torch out with the other, but she did it.  “I will set them all free!  I must set them free!”  
 
    
 
   Connecting the molecular torch to the fusion pack, she slipped the backpack back on.  Igniting the torch she approached the nearest vat.  The person inside it was no older than ten years, and was wide eyed as she floated in the yellowish-green liquid.  Cammarry set the torch on the top of the vat, its cutting blade biting into the vat and neatly slicing it as she drew down and around in a circle.  The liquid came bursting out, just as the loud clanking and clanging started indicating the vats were moving.  
 
    
 
   “Youch!”  Cammarry yelled as some of the liquid splashed onto her hand.  It both felt hot and extremely cold at the same time.  Her fleshed bubbled a bit.  It was the same arm which had been injured in her incident at the ESRC.  She dropped the molecular torch as she jerked her hand away.  The torch fell with a sizzle into the pouring flood of yellowish-green vat fluid.  The torch sparked as it shut down.  She yanked on the cable, and a ruined end of it snapped off the torch.  Cammarry unplugged it from her fusion pack and threw it away.  
 
    
 
   As the vat drained, the girl inside struggled against the cords, wires, and devices holding her in place.  When her head emerged from the liquid, she took some gasping breaths and wailed in pain and anguish.
 
    
 
   “Air!  Hurts!” the girl cried.  Her body jerked in a massive spasm and ripped itself from the devices holder her in.   She fell to the bottom of the vat and then slumped out of the hole Cammarry had cut in the side of it.
 
    
 
   “You are free now!”  Cammarry said hopefully through tears as she realized the futility of the comment.  
 
    
 
   The girl was turning blue as she gulped air, which caused her immense pain.  Metallic struts paralleling her bones poked out through the skin as her legs kicked and shuddered.  Then the girl fell backwards into the liquids which were spreading across the floor.   Her lips quivered as she gasped and groaned and trembled. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked over as Jerome approached.  
 
    
 
   The vats shifted position and moved again.  The one the girl fell from twisted away.  
 
    
 
   “I cannot save them,” Cammarry said.  She looked down at the fluids which were steaming and giving off foul odors, as well as the dead girl’s body which had been pushed to the side by the moving vat train.  
 
    
 
   “We need to get away from here.”  Jerome tried not to look at the body, nor at the long line of other people who were trapped in the vats.  He saw the acidic burns to Cammarry’s hand.  “You are injured.  Let me help you.” 
 
    
 
   “Emergency alert.  Emergency alert.  All personnel clear the area.  Venting to extinguish fire will commence in three minutes.”  A new and recorded voice boomed out over the terraforming area.  
 
    
 
   The line of moving vats shifted a different way, and all of them rotated inwardly and locked into place with a firm clack.
 
    
 
   “Emergency alert.  Emergency alert.  All personnel clear the area. Venting to extinguish fire will commence in less than three minutes.”  
 
    
 
   “I said shut up!  All of you shut up!”  Cammarry screamed at the ceiling and fired the pistol upward.  
 
    
 
   Jerome rushed at her to grab the weapon, but she side-stepped away.  “You leave me alone!  You are in it with all the others!”  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I came all this way with you.  We are in this together.  Come on and leave with me now.  We must get away!”  Jerome held out both hands to her.  
 
    
 
   She looked back and saw that the second blue automacube had failed to seal the door where she had destroyed the central memory cores.  The inferno of flames was spreading out from there, deep black smoke was billowing out and collecting all around the high ceiling of the chamber.  Despite the engineering automacube spraying a steady steam of fire retardant, the dancing red and orange flames were engulfing the blue machine.  The heat was so intense its wheels were dripping and its mechanisms were frying.  
 
    
 
   Warning sirens wailed.  Red lights flashed a rapid warning.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “He is who caused all this,” Shadow said to Cammarry.  “He was at those controls.  He could have saved Khin.  Shoot him.”  
 
    
 
   “No!”  She whirled around and around flailing her arms and randomly firing the weapon.  “I said shut up!  All of you shut up!  Be silent!  I cannot take any more!”
 
    
 
   Several shots from the Willie pistol blasted into ductwork in the ceiling and that came crashing down.  More gases entered the chamber, and more sparks flickered up from different areas.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I am here for you and always will be.  Put down the weapon and we will leave together.  Please!  Please!”  Jerome carefully reached out to her.  “Put down the weapon.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned to Jerome and glared at him.  “You never believed me! It was Khin! You are like the rest of them, just ordering me around!”  She bolted away.  
 
    
 
   A passage in the wall opened up, and three white automacubes came rolling right at Cammarry, their manipulation arms extended toward her.  
 
    
 
   “Look out!”  Jerome called a warning and ran toward her.  
 
    
 
   Two of the machines grabbed Cammarry, seizing her wrists with a vice-like grip.  One automacube restraining each arm. They lifted Cammarry off her feet as they barreled away.  Their drive wheels spinning madly. Her hand still held the pistol and she kept firing it wildly.
 
    
 
    Jerome leaped after her, but was knocked backward as the third white automacube slammed into him.  Its manipulation hand snapped shut just centimeters from Jerome’s wrist.  It then followed the other two and sped away.    
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!”  Jerome called as he got back to his feet and tried to run after them.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency alert.  Emergency alert.  All personnel clear the area.  Venting to extinguish fire will commence in one minute.”  The recorded voice boomed out.  “Emergency exits are open and illuminated.  All personnel must clear the area immediately.  Oxygen extraction will happen in less than one minute.”
 
    
 
   Jerome saw Cammarry and the three speeding automacubes pass out of sight at the far end of the chamber.  He ran as fast as he could, but there was no way to catch them.  “Cammarry!  Cammarry!  Bring her back!”  
 
    
 
   “Oxygen extraction will take place in twenty seconds,” the emergency voice boomed.  It then began counting down from twenty.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked around and saw an exit sign in bright blue shining through the smoky haze and the red strobing lights.  As the countdown proceeded, he changed directions and galloped as fast as he could toward that exit sign.  
 
    
 
   “Five.  Four. Three.”
 
    
 
   Jerome dove through the doorway and rolled into the darkness beyond.  
 
    
 
   “Two.  One.”  
 
    
 
   The bulkhead door he had pass slammed shut. 
 
    
 
   He lay where he landed.  The nine-section color control pad’s glow above him.  It was the only light he had.  He panted and sucked in air, and mumbled the name of the woman he loved.  “Cammarry.  Cammarry.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   15 aftermath
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Bigelow was surprised by the rain as it fell.  A smile crossed his face as the rain dripped from his hat.  He urged the horses on, although the steady walking pace they made was enough for him.  The hat he had protected him from the fresh water falling from above, but occasionally he took it off and looked up into the air and felt the pitter patter of the rain on his face.  The horses’ backs shined with dampness.  It reminded him of his childhood.  Regular rains, this was the third cycle of rain in a row.  Regular rains, one rain-day out of every ten days.  The habitat was changing.  He saw life coming back to the dry ground, and more plants were shooting up.  Birds were flying overhead, even through the rain, as if the birds were just as pleased as the people to be washed, and have enough to drink.   He knew his horses were happy. 
 
    
 
   Bigelow picked up the bottle of wine from beneath his seat and consider it.  He took a small swig and then placed it back.  Looking ahead, he saw his destination, the carousel.  
 
    
 
   “Well there is a rider on carousel number seven, even on a rainy day.  How sweet!”  Bigelow said to himself and the horses.  
 
    
 
   The music was playing, and the carousel was going round and round.  The rider was sitting on one of the fantasy creatures.  The one with its long serpentine neck, and bulging eyes.  The wood carvers called that one a serpoantia, but Bigelow thought of it more as one of the things he might see in his dreams when he drank too much wine.  As the troika rolled closer, Bigelow had a feeling of déjà vu.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?”  Bigelow said under his breath.  He scowled a bit as he pulled the reins and halted the horses and troika.  He watched carefully for Cammarry, but there was no one else riding the carousel.  
 
    
 
   “Come on Anika, we best see what has happened.”
 
    
 
   He drove the troika up near the carousel.  He waited while Jerome continued to ride around and around.  After several revolutions, Bigelow climbed down.  His feet splashed in mud, and he smiled at the thought of mud again, but the smile faded as he walked over to the carousel.  
 
    
 
   “I believe we meet again,” Bigelow announced.  “This is where we met, so I feel some sort of precognition, prophecy, or portent is happening.  What do you say?”
 
    
 
   “Cavia porcellus.”
 
    
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
    
 
   “Cavia porcellus.”  Jerome did not look up at all, just kept sitting there straddling the statue as made its circuit around.   He rode it as it rose and fell, rose and fell, rose and fell.  
 
    
 
   On the next pass, Bigelow walked up and stepped onto the carousel.  He easily took a stand next to Jerome, and motioned to the empty seat on the fantasy animals next to him.  “I did not understand what you said.”
 
    
 
   “Cavia porcellus.  From a dead language.  Khin used to talk about cavies on the needle ship, but I never saw any of those.  Now I think I know what he was referring to.  We are all just guinea pigs in a permalloy madhouse.” Jerome murmured the words as he looked at the floor of the carousel.  “Yes, just cavia porcellus in an insane asylum.”
 
    
 
   “So you found your friend?”  Bigelow asked.  He looked away as he had an idea what was coming.  
 
    
 
   Jerome fumbled with his fingers.  “No.  Maybe.  I am not sure.  Not in time.  Not in time at all. Sometimes being a friend means mastering the art of timing.  An ancient religious text says there is a time for everything under the sky. There is a time for silence.  A time to speak. A time to let go and allow people to hurl themselves into their own destiny.  It even says there is a time die, and a time to be born.  All about time.  Just empty, wasted, time.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  What of your friend Cammarry?”  
 
    
 
   He covered his face with his hands. “Coming together to the Conestoga was our beginning; keeping together was our progress; working together would have been our success.  We were a team.  Cammarry was essential to that, but now she is gone.  Is there a time to be unsure?  A time of mystery?  A time of terror? A time of remorse? A time of anguish!”  Jerome hung his head down.  “I looked.  I searched.  I really did.  I searched for days and days.  I could not find a way back inside terraforming, and I have no idea where she was taken.”
 
    
 
   “Terraforming?” Bigelow wiped the water from his brow.  It was sweat and not rainwater.  “You were in terraforming when she died?”
 
    
 
   “Die?  No, Cammarry did not die.  At least, I hope not.  I do not think she died, well, maybe?  I do not know.  She was taken away by automacubes.  I could not find her.  I looked and looked and looked, till I ran out of food and water.  Lots of others died, but so help me, the last time I saw her, she was alive.”
 
    
 
   “You were in terraforming when she was lost?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  All those others died.  That man died.  Cammarry she thought it was Khin, I am not sure.  I might have been.  They all died, all those people in the vats.  Some insanity called Project Angel Food.  I tried to shut it all down.  Nothing was marked, expect the water, and I shut down everything I could, but nothing worked.”
 
    
 
   “Terraforming?”  Bigelow held his hat in both hands, and wrung it a bit, flicking the water out and away from the carousel.  “I think I understand.  It was you who diverted the water back?”
 
    
 
   Jerome ignored the question.  “That man outside.  Cammarry thought for sure it was Khin.  She was absolutely convinced.  I saw him die too, but it might….I know he died.”
 
    
 
   “Did Cammarry shoot him?”
 
    
 
   “Not him.  No she did not shoot him.  He was outside on the planet’s surface.  Was it Khin?  Was it?  In her way she tried to save him, tried to save all the others.  I think that is what she was doing, but it was all such a mess.  She shot nearly everything else.”  Jerome signed deeply and took a few more deep breaths then went on.  “I have even read that there is a time to overcome and gather the pieces when tragedy strikes, but I doubt that.” 
 
    
 
   Bigelow rode the carousel with Jerome for several more rotations, all in silence.  
 
    
 
   “So Jerome, why are you here?”
 
    
 
   “I did not have anywhere else to go.”  
 
    
 
   Bigelow put his hat back on.  “The two children we found are safe. The horses walked all that night, slowly, but I got most of the way back to the roustabouts by dawn.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome finally looked at him.  Jerome’s eyes were red from crying and his face was lined with fatigue.  “That is something.”
 
    
 
   “Did you find out about the Ferryman?”  Bigelow gently prodded.  
 
    
 
   “That crazed synthetic brain said it was not just one man.  The Ferryman is a group who were selling people to use as cavia porcellus for Project Angel Food.”  Jerome looked down and away.  “It is all my fault.  Khin, Sandie, and Cammarry.  They are all lost, all because I failed.  I could not shut down that system, or get Cammarry out.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow gently placed his hand on Jerome’s shoulder.  “Your grief is real, and I understand it.  Jerome, most of the tools, gear, and instruments we use in building the carousels, originated in terraforming.  I was called Brigadier, and I tried to shut down Project Angel Food, about fifteen years ago.”  Bigelow looked around for his wine bottle, but realized he had left it in the troika.  He licked his lips wishing to wash down with alcohol the memories he was having. “I diverted the water.  I tried to flood it outside to ruin the testing ground, and deprive the project of essentials. Premenit refused to shut down the mission. It froze me out of the controls, and I could not revert the water flow. I barely got out of the control room.  The whole drought is my fault.  I really thought it would cause Terraforming and Restoration to reevaluate Project Angel Food.  Instead Premenit, Cevirmek, Athru and Forvandle just doubled down and forged the program ahead.  I have tried to wreck it several times since, but never was able to get back inside.”
 
    
 
   “Those names.  How do you know the names of those synthetic brains?”  Jerome muttered.  
 
    
 
   “I was one of the last humans to be on staff at terraforming. Only Monika, Siva, and Peter know my real past.  Even Jenna does not know for sure who I was, but she suspects. How many people have died because of what I did?”   
 
    
 
   “You could help me.  Could you can lead me back to find Cammarry?”  Jerome asked with a forlorn note in his voice.  “I have no food, only water, and I lost my com-link to Sandie.  But why try?  I am afraid it is too late.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow looked out at the rain falling in the biome of Habitat Beta.  “Courage is being scared to death, but saddling up anyway.  We all go around and around but never get anywhere, at least when riding the carousel.”  He looked back to Jerome.  “You restored the water, which I never thought could happen.  Yes, I will help you.”
 
    
 
   “It is just so hard to be separated on the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, my friend, separation is indeed very hard, very hard indeed.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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   1 once upon a dreary midnight
 
    
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers yawned and stretched his arms.  His short and curly black hair was tight to his head, and his expressively kind, light-brown eyes looked around his office.  The permalloy walls were off white with a tan cast to them.  The paintings he had personally done, by hand, were on the walls, giving beautiful contrast to the drab metal.  A box containing blocks and children’s toys sat in a corner.  Some stuffed animal toys were seated on the empty chairs, and on the green overstuffed couch.  On that couch were two especially odd stuffed animals.  They were handmade.  Each was composed of four different mismatched fabrics.  Some of the fabrics were solid colored, and others were patterns.  They were sewed together in a rough animal shape with a large smiles sewed on their face.  Some clients thought those two stuffed animals were of a bear, some said a dog, and a few even suggested a rabbit. Most clients thought they were just odd.  Of course, no one in Dome 17 had ever seen a living bear, dog, rabbit or other type of animal, since each and every animal on Earth had died out decades before.    
 
    
 
   Yawning again, he rubbed his neck and the wiggled his back.  “How odd.  I must have fallen asleep,” Doctor Chambers muttered to himself.
 
    
 
   Wrinkle lines showed in his dark face witnessing that he was someone who smiled often.  Now his face carried a puzzled expression.  He rubbed his eyes.  Looking over his office, he saw the rows of items on his desk were just as he recalled; some bound books, hand puzzles, writing implements, and assorted other items.  The pan flute he played as a hobby, for as his own recreation and relaxation, was in its case, ensconced in the soft, red-colored, felt lining.  He considering lifting it out and playing it when a buzzer sounded.  
 
    
 
   “Come in!”  He called.  
 
    
 
   “May I have a moment of your time?” a woman said as she entered his office and shut the door behind her.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I seem to have dozed for a bit, but let me check with my AI.”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry, but your AI will not be available for now,” the woman stated. “I assure you that you have no other appointments.”
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers looked at her with perplexity. She just nodded and smiled.  He carefully gazed at the woman as she stood there waiting.  She was average height, slender and almost petite, with shoulder length, light brown hair.  Her eyes were almost the exact same color as her hair and were a bit widely spaced over her small pug nose.  Her wide smile turned up at the corners.  He was certain he had not ever seen her before.    
 
    
 
   “Please excuse me, but your name escapes me.”  He was wracking his brain, as he could not remember ever seeing this woman before.  
 
    
 
   “Do not let that surprise you.  I am new here.”
 
    
 
   “New?”  Doctor Chambers laughed a bit.  “Is this a prank by Willie?  Has he done some kind of remote projection to make an imitation person? I do not recognize you, sorry.  Your voice is not familiar either.”
 
    
 
   “No, this is not a prank by Willie, or by Brink, although either of them could have done something like that.  Willie does have the more developed sense of humor, although Brink is certainly capable of mirth.  Do not be alarmed, you do not know me, yet.  I am new.”
 
    
 
   “Now you do have me stumped.”  Doctor Chambers indicated a chair with a gesture of welcome.  “The dome has 1500 some people living here, and there are no new people, at least not until the next set of age-mates is born.  Or have I just missed seeing you for some twenty years?  I am rather familiar with the younger groups, since those age-mate groups are smaller than the older people.”
 
    
 
   “No, you have not missed seeing me.”  The woman sat down on the chair at the end of his desk.  Her clothing was a simple dome coverall of an off white color with a tan tint to it.  Around her neck was a beaded necklace of various colors of browns and tans.  It complemented her natural beauty, complexion, and coloration.  Her eyes twinkled as she looked back at him, and her grin remained.  “I am new and have come to seek your advice.”
 
    
 
   “New here?  Is it possible one of the adventurer teams actually found another intact dome?  Are you from one of the other domes that survives?  An ambassador or emissary?  Did that other surviving dome send you to us? Or were you brought back here?  A refugee?  Did you come through decontamination?”  He clasped his hands together and looked up.  “Well, well, well, another living dome?  That would be superb and amazing news, but why have I not heard about that?  I know teams have been sent out, but as far as I know every dome investigated has been found broken, busted up, and ruined.  Did the Committee withhold information from me?  I have been doing the debriefing of many of the adventurers, but no hint of any other living dome has been heard.  Were you seen by Doctor Larson?”
 
    
 
   “Doctor Larson is incompetent for this duty, as for almost everything else.  Sadly, Dome 17 was the last surviving dome.  You can call me Sandie, and I am new to you.  However, I am from Dome 17.”  The woman took a deep breath.  “I am an artificial intelligence system created by the Master Engineer Brink.”
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers sat back.  “You certainly look like a real person.”  He tapped his fingers together briefly.  “So this is not a prank, nor is it a hallucination.  I do not think it is a hallucination, but my recent nap was unusual as well.  Maybe I should have Doctor Carolyn examine me?”  He paused for a moment.  “You said ‘Dome 17 was the last surviving dome’ using the past tense.  Yet we are here in Dome 17 right now.  Present time.  I am confused.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is how it appears.  Let me explain a bit.  Doctor Chambers, I am Sandie the AI assigned to help Jerome and Cammarry on their mission to try for recovery of a colony ship.  They went to the Colony Ship Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “I am aware of those missions, but human looking artificial intelligence systems are banned, and have never been allowed in Dome 17.  Did Brink just arbitrarily break that rule?  That does not sound like Brink, but you do look very human.  This feels like a prank Willie is pulling.  Some projection system built into clothing, maybe your necklace, to camouflage your voice and appearance.  Is this a trial run of some novelty technology?”
 
    
 
   “You are creative and inquisitive,” Sandie replied with a big smile.  “Willie did not rig this up, but he would be pleased to know you thought of him.  I am the AI that went with Jerome and Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “I will play along.  Maybe this is a turing test.  I am not an engineer, but my understanding is that those missions had a mass limit, on their flights, so why use up valuable mass with a human body, when the Atomic Level Processor is barely larger than a data stick? So if you are the AI, why do you look like an attractive woman in her mid-twenties?”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.”  Sandie blushed a bit.  “I tried very hard and put a lot of effort into this endeavor.  I look human because, while I am an artificial intelligence system, none of what you see is physical reality.  You are in a simulation of your office at Dome 17.  You, yourself, are a simulation of the human Doctor Chambers.  A simulation I created from the records I have.  I need your help.”
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers looked to the wall at the artwork he had done.  He rhythmically tapped his fingers.  He could recall each of the swirls in the paint as he blended the myriad of colors together when he had done the painting several years before.  “You claim I am a simulation?  I do not feel like a simulation.  This desk feels very real, and you and I are conversing.  I see you.  I hear your voice.  I can feel this desk.”  
 
    
 
   “Let me answer your questions.  You are correct about the mass limit, and Brink would be the one to explain all of that.  The mathematics is complex, but suffice it to say I did not go in a physical body on the FTL scout.  My physical essence is and will remain in the Atomic Level Processor.  This simulated body is to facilitate our discussions.”  Seeing the look on his face, Sandie continued. “However, I see I will need to convince you of the fact that this is all a simulation.  I conjectured this as a highly likely possibility.  I constructed this simulation to be as lifelike as possible, from all the records I have.  There were three major variables: acceptance, accuracy, and free-will.  I will explain the first two now.  One possibility was that by making you as realistic as possible, 99% accuracy, you would have only a 1% acceptance rate.  That was an intolerable outcome.  On the other end of the spectrum, with a 99% acceptance rate, your accuracy would plummet to only 21%, again an intolerable outcome.  So I made more adjustments. My conjectures were that a simulation of Doctor Chambers would only be 72% accurate and authentic, if I allowed a 50% chance of you, Doctor Chambers, easily accepting the fact you are a simulation.  You have a multitude of methods and styles you use.  Your skills are adaptive and flexible in working with clients.  That made my constructed simulation more difficult, but nonetheless an effective simulation was made and utilized.  I did not want to settle for the 72% accuracy rate.  I set the simulation at 90% accuracy, but that decreased the acceptance factor to only 31%.  Those are the variables I established for you in this simulation.”
 
    
 
   “That is a very elaborate account.  However, I am fairly certain I am human and real.”  He continued to gaze at his art.  
 
    
 
   “You have been looking at that artwork, which is very well done.”
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers nodded as he turned to Sandie and looked at her again.  “Yes, I painted it about three years ago.”
 
    
 
   “Look again,” Sandie tipped her head.  
 
    
 
   “What?”  Doctor Chambers gasped as the artwork was no longer hanging where he had placed it.  Instead there was a black and white piece of artwork consisting of nine panels.  They showed distorted faces, engaging eyes, with arms and fists upraised.   “That is ‘The Inevitable’ by Ibrahim El Salahi.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is what I just placed there.  I altered the simulation to place a famous work by Ibrahim El Salahi.  You have told people ‘The Inevitable’ is a work showing a depiction of the time the artist spent in prison. The nine sections in his painting represent the different phases of his incarceration, as well as a call against injustice and civil war.  It is very emotive, even in its stark black and white.  It is interesting in having nine sections, because nine section control boxes are common on the Colony Ship Conestoga.  But back to that painting…”
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers interrupted her as he stood and touched the artwork.  “It also symbolizes the civil unrest and smoldering violence which the Sudan endured after the fall of a colonial power in the mid-to-late twentieth century.  But how did it arrive here?  The original was lost in the Great Event, and only copies remain in the database.   This feels like the real thing.”
 
    
 
   “Because I made the simulation as realistic as possible.  This brings us to the third major variable: free-will. I can adjust your parameters so you readily accept the situation, however, that lowers your own free-will and spontaneity. I need you to be as accurate as possible.  I also conjecture that you must have as high a degree of free-will within the simulation as possible to give me the best quality of assistance.  So if you will trust and believe me, we can move forward. I honestly do need your help.  It is about Jerome and Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “Change it back to my own art work while I watch.”  Doctor Chambers said quietly.  “This is a lot to take in.”
 
    
 
   “Here goes,” Sandie said.  She winked and grinned.  
 
    
 
   The wall shifted before his eyes and the famous artwork was replaced by the beautiful and colorful work done by his own hands.  
 
    
 
   “I saw it.”  He sat down.  Looking at Sandie he spoke, “I believe, but help my unbelief.”
 
    
 
   “Now you sound a bit like Jerome, quoting ancient writings.  And it is about Jerome and Cammarry that I need your help.  Right now, I am alone on the Conestoga.  Both Jerome and Cammarry are separated from me, and I fear they may be separated from each other.  My communication systems are not functional, and the situation is dire. I need someone with whom to discuss my options.  Let me repeat.  I am alone, and Jerome and Cammarry are cut off from me, and possibly from each other.  They may each be alone on the Conestoga.  The Conestoga is a very dangerous place.  I need someone who can give me insight into how the human mind, specifically Jerome’s and Cammarry’s, will react under those circumstances.  Will you help me?”
 
    
 
   “I will try.  Please begin with the launch.  I know the mission took off, but my memory of what happened after launch number three escapes me… Oh, I think I understand.”  Doctor Chambers rubbed his eyes with his hands. “Yes, that must be it.  That is when you departed as well, so you have no information about what happened here after your mission left from the sling bay.  Personally, I should know what happened here after the launch.  I have been here, but I cannot remember anything after my last visit with Jerome and Cammarry.  Strange as this is, it seems I do believe you.  I will help.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for helping me.  I do know the fate of Dome 17, but did not incorporate that into your simulation, as it would not benefit our discussions.  I promise to fill you in entirely, eventually, but for now, here is what happened….”
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers, the simulation of him anyway, listened intently as Sandie, the artificial intelligence system explained in detail the situation.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   2 Water replenished and other oddities
 
    
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Jerome said to the young girl who was cutting his hair.  Her dark eyes flashed a bit as she put the scissors away.  She then carefully folded up the towel which had been around Jerome’s neck.  The newly removed hair went with the towel.  “You have said almost nothing while you expertly trimmed my hair.”  Jerome looked the girl in the eyes.   “Nabila I appreciate your help.”
 
    
 
   “Jenna said one of us had to do it.  So we had a contest.  Dewi won.  That meant I had to come here,” Nabila stated, her mouth a thin line.  
 
    
 
   “Helping me was for the loser?  Oh dear, if not for losers what would winners be doing?  Well, thank you.  You did an excellent job.  I am glad it was you who helped me clean up.”
 
    
 
   The briefest hint of a smile crossed the mocha colored face of the girl.  Her complexion was only slightly different from the color of her hair and eyes.  She said nothing more, and silently slipped from the wagon.
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at the strange clothing he was wearing.  It was nothing like the radiation absorbing material suit he had brought from Dome 17.  The clothing he now had on was made from some woven material, and was brown in color, not the blues and grays of the RAM suit.  It also itched, and smelled funny.   
 
    
 
   He looked back over to the small cupboard where the RAM suit was neatly folded and stored away.  Thoughts raced through his mind about putting the RAM suit back on, but he relented.  A mirror was next to the cupboard and so Jerome turned studied his own face.  The worry lines were deep. While he was now clean shaven, a task he did himself with precision and care using an antique straight blade razor and soap, he still felt lost and alone.  He ran his hand through his now neatly trimmed hair and noted the haunted look about his eyes.  “Oh Cammarry, where are you?”  A tear ran down his face.  It dripped to the floor.  He swallowed and then took several deep breaths.  “Life is a series of spontaneous changes. Hesitance only creates sorrow. Let reality be reality, but work to alter the flow forward in whatever way you like.”
 
    
 
   He looked at the small but comfortable bed, but shook his head.  “Today I must do it.”  He reached over and grasped his belt, with its holstered Willie pistol, and a few compartments to hold other items.  He strapped that on, and grabbed his newly acquired backpack. It matched his clothing, being made from some canvas materials, and in an earth tone color.  Looking back at the RAM suit, he considered taking it with him, but the backpack was over half full.  He checked its contents: a fusion pack, a molecular torch, and the medical kit.  In a side compartment were a few data sticks and a data stick reader.  He fingered a data stick.  “How different things might have been had you worked.”  He let out a great sigh.  “I shall be telling this sad tale.  Somewhere ages and ages hence.  Two roads diverged in a wild place, and I took the one, and Cammarry the other.  And that has made all the difference.”  
 
    
 
   Slipping on the backpack he stepped out the small wagon’s door.  The wagon was about as tight as the faster-than-light scout ship he had flown to come to the Conestoga.  He wondered if that FTL scout still existed as it was docked to the needle ship in orbit around the planet Zalia.  He closed the wagon’s door and looked up, even though he knew he would never be able to see past the ceiling of the habitat, nor through the thick green poisonous atmosphere of the planet which was just beyond the permalloy walls. 
 
    
 
   The sky tube far overhead cast a warm and yellow glow to the habitat.  It was not raining today, and that allowed him to see all the way to the top of the habitat.  He muttered to himself, giving words to his ideas.  “Cammarry, I used to think that together we could face any challenges, as deep as the old ocean and as high as the sky.  Now all I see is a vast ceiling blocking my view.  Outside would be an utterly foreign world with green sky, and toxic poisonous atmosphere.  Have I just traded a blurry, dead, tan world, for a larger prison cell?  Alone in a pretty prison is still alone.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked down from the sky tube and around at the busy camp.  The places he and Cammarry had helped assemble looked different now.  The roustabouts were busy at their specific tasks.  The wagons had been mostly converted into semi-permanent dwelling places, with some having the wheels removed and stacked for storage.  The camp had more of a town feeling.
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped a few paces away from the wagon he had been borrowing for the last few days. Several birds flew by, and Jerome snapped his head sideways to watch them.  Animals still amazed him. The birds were yellow with black wings, and sped by quickly, then darted back the way they had come.  A brown bird, fluttered by in a different direction.  Compared to just days before, now there was much more green plant growth, everywhere he looked.  The river was visibly higher than he had ever seen it.  The grass in the paddock was more green and growing.  The horses were chomping as they grazed.  The three young tobianos were kicking up their heels and prancing around.  Those three young horses all had identical markings.  They were overall white on their bodies and legs, with large reddish and brown irregular splotches.  They frolicked among the larger and older horses.  The three tobianos played and ran and raced from one end of the paddock to the other.  
 
    
 
   Jerome could not restrain a small smile as he looked at the playful young horses, the greens of growing plants, and the flight of the birds.  “Oh Cammarry, we should be together.  I wish you could see all this.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps she will,” Bigelow said as he walked up to Jerome.  He took a drink from a bottle and then slipped it into a pocket on the side of his brown pants.  He wiped his lips with the back of his hand.  His floppy hat drooped a bit over his eyes.  “I see you got yourself cleaned up.  Jenna said you were in need of barbering, but I said your need was much deeper than what some shears could clip off.”
 
    
 
   “So now you tease me for my losses?”  Jerome retorted.  He looked past Bigelow to where the construction for the eighth carousel was underway.  “I would think some compassion would be coming from you.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow snorted.  “I brought you here from Carousel 7.  You freely received food, shelter, personal grooming, and no questions were asked at all.  Your privacy was protected.  You were left alone as much as you desired.”  Bigelow looked down at the ground.  The cracks were filling in as the soil responded to the moisture which had been lacking for so long.  He kicked some of the soil with the toe of his boot.  “Days of quiet solitude, food, and safety.  Monika coming to visit you on those lonely nights.  I have not told anyone what I know.  All that, and the rube still asks for compassion?”
 
    
 
   Jerome grew a bit red with embarrassment.  He opened his mouth to reply, but then stopped.  He looked around more.  The vista was pretty, but his heart was lonely.  “I am grateful for what you have done,” Jerome sputtered.  “I will be on my way now.”
 
    
 
   “That is why I am here. I said I would help you, and I will.  Are you really ready this time?”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean ‘this time’ are you just being insulting again?” Jerome’s mouth was tight, his lips flat.
 
    
 
   “No insults.  Observations.  You have come out to eat, to use the latrine, and to gaze up into the sky.  Then you go back inside.  You have wanted to be alone.  I have watched.  In fact, the roustabouts have a bet going on regarding what day you will actually leave.  Monika thinks you might never leave, but who knows?  Several of them have lost their bets already.  A few thought you would only spend one night and then depart.  I knew differently.”  Bigelow took another drink from his bottle.  “So is today the day?”
 
    
 
   “Why?”  Jerome pulled at the strap on his backpack. “Is this the day you picked so you want to win?  Nabila lost and had to give me the haircut.  So is this your way of winning?”  
 
    
 
   “Nabila is a good child.  Far wiser than her ten years would suggest.  Oh what she has seen.”  Bigelow shook his head slowly.  “But no.  I am not stacking a deck to win something with you as a pawn.  I am just trying to be there for you.  If you want to wallow in sorrow, climb back inside.  Or you can just walk away alone.  The choice is up to you.”
 
    
 
   “You know I need to find Cammarry.  I must do that.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you must try to do that.  There are no guarantees in life.  The carousel goes around and around, but no one knows how many turns you will have in life.  But as I said, I will help you, if you allow it.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked back up toward the bright sky tube.  Several large birds were slowly circling far overhead.  Their broad wings tipped a bit and they soared on.  As they flew, Jerome wondered how they maintained their height with so little wing motion.  He focused on a single bird in particular.  Alone it soared in the wide gliding circular flight.  It tilted a bit to the side, and its direction shifted, but it barely moved its wings at all.  Jerome was impressed by the efficiency of its abilities.  A burst of flight caught his peripheral vision.  A flock of tiny birds zipped by.  The smaller birds seemed to have fury in the beating of their wings, which was very different from the smooth and gently flight of the circling large birds high in the air.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?”  Bigelow asked.  
 
    
 
   He returned his look to the soaring birds.  There were several now, and they were circling in gently moving arcs.  
 
    
 
   “Hey rube!  You have that faraway look again.  I said I am here to help you, but if you are just going to stare up at the carrion vultures, then I will leave you to your entertainment. I thought you might be ready today, but perhaps I was wrong.”
 
    
 
   “Carrion vultures?  Is that like a raven?”  Jerome looked at Bigelow.  “Alone I wished the morrow; vainly I have sought to borrow; from remembered books of sorrow.”  He took several deep breaths. “Finding some way to ease my grieving; seeking a way to get my courage heaving; hoping just to keep myself still breathing.  On the quest we shall head for.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow shook his head.  “Very poetic.  Very nice.  The troika is ready, and the horses are hitched.  I have supplies of food, and proper fluids.”  He patted his pants pocket where his bottle was kept.  “So are we going or do I make a service run on my own with Agnes, Arabella, and Anika? Keeping them in harness for no reason is a waste, I might as well do something. My mares will not wait forever for you.” 
 
    
 
   “Mares?  I thought they were horses?  Have you a different animal now?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Rube, a mare is a horse.  A female horse.  So do we leave now together, or do I and my mares leave you here?”
 
    
 
   “Mare, like in night-mare?”
 
    
 
   “No.  Mare like in female horse.  So are we going?”  Bigelow’s impatience was growing.  
 
    
 
   “We are going.  The journey of a thousand light years begins with a decision to go.  I decide to go now and search for Cammarry.  I have had dreams and I have had nightmares, but I used to believe my dreams would conquer my nightmares.  That was before I came to the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow put his hand on the taller man’s arm and nodded.  “I do understand it is hard.  I truly do.  More than you know.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at him and their eyes met.  They gazed at each other.
 
    
 
   “I believe you really do, right Brigadier?”  
 
    
 
   Bigelow’s eyes narrowed.  He squeezed Jerome’s arm hard enough to cause purple bruises from the pressure exerted by his fingertips. “You will call me Bigelow, understood?”
 
    
 
   Jerome tried to pull away, but Bigelow’s grasp was strong.  “You do understand me, right?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Sorry Bigelow.”  Jerome finally was able to move his arm as Bigelow let go.  “I should have respected your privacy.”
 
    
 
   “You certainly should have,” Bigelow replied with a few colorful vulgarities added.  “However, we do all have our secrets.”  He turned and walked away toward the green wagon he called a troika.  
 
    
 
   Jerome rubbed his sore arm, and thought of Cammarry and the arm injury she had suffered.  He again looked at the circling birds overhead.  Then walked after Bigelow.  “Carrion?  Is that an omen?”  
 
    
 
   Bigelow climbed up into the front seat of the troika.  One of the horses snorted.  Jerome could not remember which of the dappled gray horses it was; Agnes or Arabella.  Both horses on the right and left were covered in dapple grey colored short hair with longer silky black colored hair hanging from the top of their necks, and also dangling between their pointed ears.    Anika was the one in the middle.  She was deep black over her entire body, both the short fur and the longer hair.  All three horses were harnessed with shiny leather tack.  The collars around their necks, like all the harness, were dark brown with silver studs.  
 
    
 
   As Jerome climbed up into the troika, he heard Jenna calling. “Just a moment before you go.”  Jenna’s straight, shoulder length, black hair, bounced a bit as she trotted over.  
 
    
 
   “Jenna, it looks like today is the day,” Bigelow said and swept his arm around in a goofy mock bow.  
 
    
 
   “I see that.”  Her expressive eyes twinkled.  “I have a present from Siva, Monika, and Peter.  Jerome this is for you.”
 
    
 
   She handed him a small rectangular device.  It was deep gray colored and had a small display screen on one flat side.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you, and not just for this.”
 
    
 
   “I should be thanking you.”  She gave Bigelow a conspiratorial wink.  “Taking Bigelow away from here for a while will improve our efficiency quite a bit.” 
 
    
 
   Bigelow huffed, but his grin remained on his face.  
 
    
 
   She glanced over at the river. Her thin, but athletic body was dressed in the same style of clothing that Bigelow wore.  “More water than I have seen in years.”  Looking back at Jerome she paused for a moment.  “Yes, thank you.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked to Bigelow who just shrugged his shoulders and said, “She is a dowser.  I said nothing.”
 
    
 
   “Well…”  Jerome began, but was interrupted as Jenna placed a hand on his.
 
    
 
   “You helped many people, but your loss is immense.”  She squeezed his hand.  “This key finder will allow you to access some of the ship’s systems.  It finds codes.  In a way it is like how I find water.  No communications links or anything like that.  The lufi amalgam batteries should last for a few months.  Place it by a color control pad and it will attempt to enter a correct color sequence, an unlock code.  Siva designed and invented this code breaking device.  The engineers tell me it is about forty percent effective when they have used it on the doors in the wall of the habitat.  We are not sure how effective it will be inside the corridors, as we have not searched those deeply.  Our work is with the carousels.”  She dropped her voice a bit.  “Items like this are considered contraband by the Unity of Beta officials, so keep it hidden.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Jenna.”  Jerome pocketed the device.  
 
    
 
   “Those Unity of Beta fools will never see it.  They are too busy in committee meetings, and as for the Kurent he can dance with his bells all he wants.  That tool, however, might save us some time.  I expect we will be busy as a lizard drinking.”  Bigelow picked up the reins.  
 
    
 
   “Lizards are drinking all they want now,” Jenna smiled.  Then she kissed Jerome on the cheek and hugged him.  She whispered in his ear, “Monika asked me to do that, her parting gift.”  
 
    
 
   Blushing, Jerome thought about all that.  “Pass along my thanks.”  He then looked at Jenna.  She looked younger than ever.  The weight and burden from the drought was gone, which left a visible improvement on her.  Jenna was still the competent, strong, and rugged leader, but now looked her proper age.  
 
    
 
   “Come on Anika!”  Bigelow snapped the reins.  
 
    
 
   The troika jerked a bit as the three horses began pulling it along.  The wheels left a small indentation in the ground.  Looking over the side and back behind the wagon, Jerome also saw that the horses’ hooves were pulling up divots of dirt and grass. Jerome was surprised to see that, as the ground had been far too hard and dry for that to happen before.  
 
    
 
   The troika rolled away from the camp, and Bigelow guided it in a direction other than Jerome expected.  They were traveling perpendicular to the sky tube.  
 
    
 
   “I thought we were going back to Seron to find Cammarry.  We must investigate how to reenter terraforming.”  Jerome looked about.
 
    
 
   “We are, but we need to get to the road as soon as possible.  The ground is getting back to its normal subsoil levels of moisture.  My associates and I do not want to try to pull the troika out from a mud hole.  Do you?”
 
    
 
   “I suppose not.”
 
    
 
   “So let me drive, let my harnessed associates pull, and you can observe the scenery or just ponder the meaninglessness of life.”
 
    
 
   “Meaninglessness?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow looked back at the camp which was growing smaller in the distance.  He took a long drink from his bottle, then lowered his voice a bit as he sang.  “Oh, the carousel goes around.  Don’t let me see you frown.  Come ride a streak though the future’s bleak.  But the carousel goes round and round.”  He nodded his head after he crooned those lines.  
 
    
 
   “That was part of a song you sang, back at the carousel where we first met.”
 
    
 
   “The rube has a memory too!”
 
    
 
   “But you did not sing it joyfully this time, more like a poem, or dirge.  Is that what you meant about meaninglessness?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Well, we need to be realistic.  What do you think all this water restored to the habitat will mean?”
 
    
 
   “More water means life is better, right?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow tipped his chin down and peered at him with a bit of a squint.  “Really?”  
 
    
 
   “In Dome 17 more water was essential.  There water was cherished, it was precious, protected.  So yes, more water means a better life.  Plants, animals, and the biome needed more water.”
 
    
 
   “Your words are like water to a drowning man,” Bigelow sadly replied.  “Water to a drowning man.”
 
    
 
   Jerome squished up his face, then rubbed it with his hands.  “You are confusing me.  Back in Dome 17, I would never have expected to see as much water as I have here.  We recycled, recirculated, and refined the water just to make enough food, and have water rations for everyone.  Why, even in what you called a drought, there was more water wasted here than we had for use in Dome 17.  Now you are worried about mud.  We in Dome 17 were worried about proper reclamation and water harvesting.  We appreciated the water, and its essential role in life.  All the water seems to me to be a good thing.”
 
    
 
   “All that fancy dome technology, and yet Beta is still here.  Well rube, you say that dome of yours was so careful with water, and yet it failed.  Too dry is just the opposite of too wet.  Yes, why did you two both came here?  Because your advanced technology was unable to sustain you.  Your technological marvels did not save your people, and so you needed to come here?”
 
    
 
   Jerome fumed.  “Our situation was far worse than what you are facing here.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow gave him a mirthless smile.  “You have no idea what we are facing here.  Yes, you brought the water back into the habitat, and that is a good thing, up to a point.  But I shut it down for a reason. An important reason, because I knew what was happening. Have you considered that Project Angel Food will now have all the resources to keep forging ahead?”  He took a big and long drink from his bottle. 
 
    
 
   “Cammarry is lost, and you said you would help me.  That is what matters,”  Jerome barked back. “I saw those systems destroyed. Those artificial intelligences were destroyed and that whole place was ruined.”
 
    
 
   “So you claim, but synthetic brains, have a way of not staying dead.  I thought shutting down the water supply would starve them so they would quit, but Project Angel Food kept right on going.”  Bigelow wiped his lips.  “Even with all the things that I tried, in the end it was meaninglessness.”
 
    
 
   “So why help me now?”
 
    
 
   “Because I promised I would.  I need to know if Project Angel Food is still running.  If it is, it must be stopped.  The SBs Premenit, Cevirmek, Athru and Forvandle will keep going.  They are relentless.”  He eyed Jerome.  “If they are flush with water now, they will resume their agenda.”
 
    
 
   Jerome met his gaze, and stated, “I saw their central memory cores get destroyed.  They will not function again.”
 
    
 
   “What did you really see?”  Bigelow sneered. “Sure, you saw something, I grant you that.  Some memory cores may have been damaged.  Which ones?  How badly?  Yes, I believe you saw something.  But what outcomes did that have?  Is Project Angel Food actually shut down?  You said you were never able to get back inside terraforming, so do you know?”
 
    
 
   “I know Cammarry is lost and alone.  That is all that matters to me.”  Jerome turned away and watched the plants, birds, and various animals of the biome as they rode along. He thought, ‘Everything enjoys the return of the water, all except Bigelow.’  Jerome fumed with anger, but was unsure how to deal with it, or on what to direct his rage.  ‘I must find Cammarry, no matter what.’  He concentrated on that thought.
 
    
 
   As they reached the road, a light rain began.  The clouds overhead partially obscured the sky tube, but it was still a streak of brightness behind them.  The road ran parallel to the sky tube, and the horses eagerly stepped up onto the paved surface.  
 
    
 
   “It should only rain once every ten days,” Bigelow snorted.  “Lately it has rained much more frequently, but in shorter periods.  I suppose the biome is trying to make up for the drought.”
 
    
 
   Jerome replied “Let the rain kiss you. Let the rain beat upon your head with silver liquid drops. Let the rain sing you a lullaby.”
 
    
 
   “Now who is being poetic?”
 
    
 
   “Well, yes.  This rain is just so new to me.  I have read about it many times, but experiencing it is totally different than reading about it.”  Jerome raised his face upward, and the mist and light rain wetted his hair as well.  Rubbing his hands through it, he rejoiced in the moisture.  “Oh Cammarry, I hope you have abundant water wherever you are.”  
 
    
 
   The road was damp, but not slippery.  They tossed their heads, but were in no distress about getting damp.  They did give off a smell, which Jerome was unsure about.   The horses trotted along at a steady pace, and soon the rain stopped.  
 
    
 
   “Shorter rain showers, but more often.  It cannot be good.  Must be a hydrological adjustment,”  Bigelow commented quietly.  “Biology needs consistency.” 
 
    
 
   “How was it before?”
 
    
 
   “When I was growing up the rain came every ten days, and lasted for a whole day.  That was normal and expected.  Everyone knew it, and it was natural.  It was how everything had been for a long time.  Beta functioned well enough then.”  
 
   
“But who regulated it?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow looked straight ahead.  “Who regulates the sky tube?  Who regulates the rate of grass growing?  Or of animal movements?  Who has altered the birth rates?”
 
    
 
   “Are you being poetic?  Or rhetorical? Or just more sarcasm?”  Jerome chided.  “In Dome 17 everything was regulated.  All air, water, waste, food, everything was regulated.  The Committee oversaw the regulations, and the dome’s systems, with the artificial intelligences made sure it all operated smoothly and efficiently.”
 
    
 
   “Yet, you tell me your dome was the last one to survive, and all the others failed.  You said that was why you and Cammarry came here in the first place, right?  You needed to escape from a dying world.”  Bigelow snapped the reins a bit to keep the horses moving.  It was unnecessary, as the horses knew the road as well or better than he did.  “But let me answer your question as best I can.  Who regulates the rain cycles?  Well, honestly, I do not know.  I was an apprentice to terraforming, and I knew that system really well.  Habitat Oversight, Weather Control, and Animal Husbandry were different departments.  I assume synthetic brains and a human crew work together somewhere to manage those, but I just do not know.”
 
    
 
   “So you only knew about Terraforming and Restoration?”  Jerome asked.  He eyed Bigelow, who avoided direct eye contact. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, and that was fifteen years ago.  The departments in the corridors, or the shell as some call it, were all divided up by task.  One could only apprentice to a certain area.  I thought I was lucky to get Terraforming, but it was a curse instead of a blessing.”
 
    
 
   “A curse you chose yourself.  A curse with plenty of water, food, and resources,”  Jerome mocked.  “So in Beta there is no overarching governing body? In Dome 17 the Committee managed everything.  Two elected, one selected, and people respected their decisions, at least for the most part….”  His voice drifted off.  Jerome thought back to Jubal’s actions and the loss of his personal AI Faraday.  
 
    
 
   “Hey rube, you got that faraway look again.”  Bigelow smiled ruefully.  “Officially the Unity of Beta manages the habitat.  I said officially, and the Kurent is our fearless leader, but even fifteen years ago, all they did was have meeting.  Back when I first apprenticed, it may have been different, but not much.  Ever since planet-fall the departments were fairly well insulated from each other, residue of the insurrection.”  Bigelow spit as he said insurrection.  
 
    
 
   “So tell me more about that….”  Jerome began.
 
    
 
   “Well will you look at that!”  Bigelow nodded his head off to the distance.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked and saw an animal frantically leaping and running.  It was moving fast on its four legs, all of which looked rather thin.  He estimated it was about human height, but it was tough to judge as it was moving.  It was a dark brownish color, with slate grey overtones.  A faint vertical stripe was visible as it leaped over some small brush.  A lighter colored ridge of fur was along its back The head carried two spiraling horns which were a bit darker in color than its body.  The horns had a deep bluish tint and were roughly as long as its head and pointed back toward its rump.
 
    
 
   “What is that?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “A nyala, running for its life.” 
 
    
 
   The animal veered to the side, and then leaped again.  It approached the roadway, taking zigging and zagging maneuvers as it ran.  Dodging and weaving, the animal was nimble, and fleet.   
 
    
 
   “Nyala?  I thought the nyala were smaller.  A reddish, rusty brown color with yellowish vertical stripes.  We saw some before, but I do not recall horns.”
 
    
 
   “Those were females, rube.  That one is a buck.  A male.  Look at him run!”
 
    
 
   The horses snorted and stomped their feet as Bigelow pulled the reins and brought the troika to a halt.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir.  A predator, likely a big cat is after it.  I know that is right.”
 
    
 
   “Big cat?”  Jerome looked around and especially watched where the nyala had emerged from some squatty trees.  “I do not see some predator.”
 
    
 
   The nyala swerved again around several bushes, and then leaped over a fallen tree trunk.  It suddenly crashed to the ground.  It rolled just a bit, kicking its legs about, but was unable to get up. It worked to hold its head up, and a longer growth of hair, a mane was seen.  The mane went from the animal’s chin, down the throat to the chest and stomach, which was flat to the ground.  That mane was coated in mud as the animal struggled to rise.  Its legs could now be seen more clearly, and the lower half of them was a golden yellow-brown.  One of the legs was obviously broken, as it grotesquely flopped from side to side.
 
    
 
   “What?”  Bigelow stood in the wagon and put his hand up and shielded his eyes from the sky tube’s light. “Strange, that.” 
 
    
 
   “You said a big cat was after it.  Did it get caught?”  Jerome questioned as he watched the nyala floundering along the ground. The nyala will let out a resonant, throaty cry of pain and anguish.
 
    
 
   “No.  It tripped, or something.”  Bigelow’s voice held a strained edge to it.  “Legs are broken.  What a shame.”
 
    
 
   Something dark and silent came stalking out of the cover of the bushes.  “That is the big cat.”  Bigelow pointed his finger.
 
    
 
   “Oh!”  Jerome said, and his eyes grew wide.  
 
    
 
   The cat was very dark, with a reddish hint to its flanks.  It was roughly two meters long with a slender tail.  Its head was as black as deep space, and its eyes were bright yellow.  It glared at the wagon, men, and horses.  Its eyes reminded Jerome of Earth’s sun as he had seen it from the FTL scout ship; bright, intense, and yellow.  The big cat looked back to its prey.  There was a hint of some kind of spotty pattern over the cat’s dark sides and legs. It moved slowly and with muscular precision.  Its rippled strength visible in its taunt body.    
 
    
 
   “This is a rare sight for us both,” Bigelow said with a wide grin.  “I have only heard about melanistic leopards.  I have never seen one myself.  Yes, en ferocité, not at all en douceur, that big cat is.  That is for sure.”
 
    
 
   “What?  I do not understand what you mean,”  Jerome said as he peered at the big cat.
 
    
 
   “Rube, of course you do not understand.  How can you understand the ways of a leopard?  You do not even understand the way of water, how would you comprehend the ways of a melanistic leopard on the prowl?”
 
    
 
   “Leopard?  Really?  I read that a leopard cannot change his spots, but this magnificent animal looks almost all black,” Jerome commented. “It is not spotted, like the tobianos.”  
 
    
 
   “Oh the spots are there all right.  You just better hope and pray that you never get close enough to see them.  Even with your fancy weapon, a big cat could sneak up and get you.  Pounce on you from a covert spot, one bite to your neck, and you are dead.  Be thankful it is after the nyala, and not after the horses or us.”  Bigelow took a long drink from his bottle, but his eyes never left the scene.  “Most all the other big cats are the typical buff color with their distinctive black and brown spots.  Only rarely is a melanistic leopard born.  But with the weird multiple births, maybe that has changed as well.  This big cat will probably carry off the nyala to climb a tree.  They like to take their prizes up high and feast.  Skilled hunters, sneaky trackers, and expert predators.”
 
    
 
   “That cat is not big enough to haul away that other animal, is it?”  Jerome asked in awe.  “That nyala is at least half again as heavy, and it is still alive.”
 
    
 
   The cat stalked carefully toward the nyala, which was still struggling.  
 
    
 
   “The nyala will not be alive long.”  Bigelow sat back down and watched.  The horses were watching as well, fidgeting with their legs, tails swishing fast, ears laid back, nostrils flaring with each breath, eyes intently staring at the cat.
 
    
 
   The dark cat approached the grunting and flailing nyala, but it moved in a wary, deliberate, and calculated manner.  It carefully set its front foot down, as if the ground itself was uncertain.  Then finding its footing with that paw, the cat raised its other front leg and stretched it out to the front. When that was done, it brought the rear legs up, setting them down gingerly as well.  
 
    
 
   “I know nothing about these big cats,” Jerome said, and rested his hand on the holstered Willie blaster.  “Are we in danger here?”
 
    
 
   “No.  With an easy meal like the buck nyala, the big cat will not give us a second thought.  Unless we would be stupid enough to approach it, which we will not be doing.”  Bigelow looked at the horses who were anxiously pulling at the harnesses.  “Anika, Agnes, Arabella, be still my fine associates.  I am here.”  His voice was gentle and serene.  The horses only partially settled down.  “After it takes the nyala away, we will continue onward.”  He took a deep drink from his bottle, and then licked his lips.
 
    
 
   Tenderly stepping toward the nyala, the big cat suddenly stopped.  Its right front paw was in the air stretched out before it.  It pulled that leg back.  It sat down on its rump and cocked its head to the side as it looked at the nyala.  
 
    
 
   “Why is it letting that poor beast suffer?”  Jerome asked.  “The animal’s legs are broken, and it is in agony.  Do big cats like this just watch and wait?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow fingered his lips for a moment.  “Oh that dark cat could outwait either of us, that is for sure.  Sometimes they will hide in trees and wait for a meal to walk by.  Most often they ambush their prey at night.  A quick race from cover and take it down with a death bite to the neck.”  Bigelow was contemplative for a moment.  Then he said very quietly, “Cats do sometimes play with their prey, but this is different.”
 
    
 
   “How so?”
 
    
 
   “Rube, just watch and learn.”
 
    
 
   The cat took a few tentative steps around the nyala, again placing its front paws out before it and then hesitantly putting them on the ground.   In this manner it circled the nyala entirely, but did not get closer than about three meters.  It sat down and resumed watching.
 
    
 
   “What is it doing?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  I do not watch big cats every day, and as I said, this is the first melanistic leopard I have personally seen.”  Bigelow took another swig from his bottle.  “It may be assessing the status of the buck.  Something is wrong with that buck’s legs, and the cat may be observing that.”  
 
    
 
   The cat then went prone.  Its tail was flicking ever so slightly back and forth. On its belly it reached out a paw toward the nyala.  The poor beast tried to slide away, but its broken legs did not move properly, and its head slumped to the side onto the ground.  It made pitiful grunts.
 
    
 
   The big cat reached out farther, doing so in a very slow and suspicious manner. Its hind legs were tense, and its rump muscles wiggled just a bit while the tail flicked.  
 
    
 
   “Hieeerra!” the cat snarled suddenly, and drew its paw back.  It jumped, landing a meter behind where it had been.  Then it sat down and licked its paw.
 
    
 
   The nyala struggled valiantly to stand, nearly reached its knees, but fell hard to the ground.  It let out a deep moan and whimpered.   The horses rocked in their harness, and Bigelow pulled hard on the reins to keep them from running off.  He muttered a few obscenities as he kept the horses in check.  
 
    
 
   Once more the big, dark cat crept forward taking sidling steps while it stretched out its front paw.  Reaching a certain point, it again hissed, snarled and yowled.  Then suddenly, the cat leap away.  It stopped about three meters from where it had been, then glared back.  With a final sputter of anger, ears flat to its head, its wide jaws open, fangs exposed, it hissed.  Then it ran away in a blur of motion.  It was gone.  
 
    
 
   “What was that?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not at all sure.”  Bigelow stepped down from the troika’s seat, and walked to the front where the horses’ heads were struggling back and forth against the harness, bridles, and tack.  “Calm now my associates.  Calm and gentle.  I am here.”  He stroked their long noses while he watched the nyala as it writhed on the ground.  
 
    
 
   “Where did that big cat go?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “That, my dear rube, is an excellent question.  You will not see many sick animals in the habitat’s wilds. You will not see many lame animals in the wilds.  That is all because of the big cats, and other predators.  The smaller scavengers will clean up most messes after them.  But this nyala…”  Bigelow paused.  Then he looked at Jerome.  “Come down here.”
 
    
 
   Jerome climbed down. 
 
    
 
   “That poor beast over there is in misery.  Shoot it with your fancy weapon and end its suffering.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “You heard me rube.  Shoot that buck nyala.  You can hear its groans and anguish.  Put an end to its distress.  Its legs are broken, and it will not recover.  Better a quick and easy death, than a slow lingering and painful death all alone in its agony.”
 
    
 
   Jerome placed his hand on the Willie blaster, but remembered Cammarry.  He saw in his mind’s eye Cammarry shooting the old woman in the back.  He bit down on his lip as he recalled seeing that death.  It had happened along the road as they traveled at a place not too dissimilar from where he stood now.  He looked down at the pavement, and tried not to think of the woman’s destroyed body.  He then thought about Cammarry wildly shooting at the central memory cores.  He saw the explosions, and the destruction.  He smelled the smoke, and felt the heat on his face, just as if he were reliving the horrors of the incidents in terraforming.  A few tears fell from the corners of his eyes as he remembered Cammarry being dragged away by the white automacubes.     
 
    
 
   “Hold this then!”  Bigelow thrust a lead strap into Jerome’s hand.  The strap led right to the center horse’s bridle.  “Anika you stay still.  No problems from you Agnes or Arabella either.  Run over this rube and I will never give you treats again.”
 
    
 
   The horses eyed Jerome as Bigelow marched angrily away.  He was muttering vulgarities as he stomped off.  
 
    
 
   “What am I supposed to do with this?”  Jerome held up the short lead strap.
 
    
 
   “Pretend it is your fancy weapon, or your Dome 17 technology,” Bigelow snorted and added some colorful profanities.  “And do nothing at all with it.  Nothing!”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s mouth dropped open, but he held the reins.
 
    
 
   Bigelow walked briskly out toward where the nyala was lying on the ground.  He scanned the area for any sign of the melanistic leopard.  “As if I would see that cat before it took me down,  What a worthless, meaningless, and waste of time.”  He looked back and then walked to the side a good distance.  He wanted to be able to see both the nyala and the horses where Jerome was standing.  He got to a place where the trees, and bushes were more exposed, yet where he could still see the nyala and back to the road.  His eyes scanned the brush and the trees, but there was no sign of the dark leopard.  He did spot several fist sized rocks.  Picking up two of them he continued toward the nyala.  He could hear its labored breathing as he approached.  Its eyes were wide with fear and pain.  Its nostrils were trumpeting its ragged breath.  
 
    
 
   “Well, old buck, I do not understand what happened to you.  It is a shame, with your legs as they are.  I will put an end to this quickly.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow took the smoothest and roundest of the rocks he had found, and rubbed it in his hands.  He tossed it up and down a few times, gauging its weight and size.  He tossed it from hand to hand and loosened up his shoulders.  He then set his feet, and measured the distance with his eyes.  Lifting his opposite leg, he pulled his arm back and flung the rock as hard as he could.  “Sorry old buck.”  
 
    
 
   The rock flew in a straight line, right toward the head of the nyala.  As it neared, it dropped to the dirt just in front of the animal, kicking up some mud which showered into the eyes of the nyala.  The beast jerked a bit away from where the rock impacted.  It was blinking and shaking its head, its broken legs trying in vain to gallop it away to safety.
 
    
 
   “Huh?”  Bigelow said.  His eyes were wide, and his mouth hung open. 
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?”  Jerome called.  
 
    
 
   “The rube asks what I am doing.”  Bigelow muttered under his breath while adding expletives about Jerome’s character, his friendship with Cammarry, and generally cursing the fact they had ever met.  “Missed in front of a rube.  I will need an alibi box to face a mirror again.”  He then took the other rock, and stepped toward the nyala.  He studied the animal as it lay looking at him with terrified eyes.  Its broken legs were crumpled under it, and the grass around it was lying flat to the ground.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow did some more stretching.  He then did a wind up and drew back his arm.  He pitched the second rock.  As his hand released the rock, he knew it was a perfect throw.  The pitch would cause the rock to strike the nyala right between the eyes, just below the horns.  That would render the beast unconscious, or maybe even kill it.  Bigelow was already planning to pull out his knife to slit the beast’s throat to ensure an end to its suffering.     
 
    
 
   Plunk.  The second rock fell to the ground just short of the nyala, very near where the first rock had hit.
 
    
 
   “No way in the universe.  Beta be boiled!  Inconceivable.”
 
    
 
   He began to walk toward the nyala.  “Old buck, I do not know how to help you.  With your horns, I fear you would injure me before I could easily kill you by hand.  But if I do not help you pass, you will die alone, slowly and in great pain.  That is a cruel end.  Dying alone in pain should be no one’s fate, ever.”
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  Piff.
 
    
 
   Bigelow turned and saw Jerome aiming the Willie blaster at the animal. The nyala was struck a single time in the chest.  The blast splattered blood and body tissue out behind it.  The nyala was dead.
 
    
 
   “Do not go near it!”  Jerome yelled.  “Beware!”
 
    
 
   “The rube tries to warn me about danger.”  Bigelow spit.  “He finally mans-up and thinks he knows it all now.”  He turned back and stepped toward the nyala.    
 
    
 
   Jerome came running up to him.  “Stop!  Bigelow stop!  I think I know what is happening!”
 
    
 
   “You, like the idiot you are, left the horses alone is what is happening,” Bigelow said and looked over to the troika.  He rushed past Jerome toward the frightened horses.  “Anika!  Come here girl, bring all the associates here.”
 
    
 
   The horses slowly walked off the road toward Bigelow and Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “No I mean with that wild beast.  I saw you throwing the stones.  I think gravity is different here.”  Jerome put the Willie blaster away.  “That is what fits all the observations, especially how my first two shots missed.”
 
    
 
   “Gravity does not change.”  Bigelow snorted.  “What a buffoon.”    
 
    
 
   “Of course it does!  Gravity manipulation methods have been known for over a hundred years.”  Anger bubbled on Jerome’s face. “I thought of it when I saw you throw those stones.  The launch speed, air friction, and flight path should have allowed the stones to hit the animal.  They did not fly in a true trajectory as would be found in a consistent gravity field.  The flight path altered when it entered an alteration in the gravity manipulation density.  That is why the animal’s legs buckled, and why that big cat did not approach.  Gravity manipulation is different by that animal.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow grabbed the lead strap of Anika as the horses walked up to him.  They were eying the dead nyala.  Bigelow patted them on their noses and soothingly spoke to them.  “That is my good associates.  Just ignore that rube and his babbling nonsense.  You are my good ladies, and I am here.”
 
    
 
   Jerome yelled at him.  “Do not let the horses get any closer.  No way to tell where that aberration in gravity manipulation is, but that cat seemed to sense it.”
 
    
 
   “Nonsense.”  Bigelow snorted again, but he held tightly to the lead.  He did recall some of the studies he had made years ago when he worked in Terraforming and Restoration.  His specialty was not in the gravity aspect, but he did remember hearing that Zalia’s gravity was much greater than that in Beta Habitat.  Something like twice normal.  He snorted again.  “That old buck nyala was sick with some bone disease, and its legs gave out from the demands of the chase.  Big cats always go after the sick, lame, or weak.  Just a sick old nyala’s legs giving out.”
 
    
 
   “Then why did the cat run away?  Would a predator leave a meal behind?  And why did your stones not hit it?”  Jerome asked.  “I am pretty good at ricochet ball and I can tell you are a good pitcher.  Your throws should have landed.  Or am I wrong.  Are you just a poor thrower of stones?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I missed today.  So what?  I have an off day and you invent some ridiculous notions.  And just to let you know, I can pitch a rock accurately, I almost never miss.”  Bigelow looked down and around.  He then took a big drink from his bottle as he considered what to say next.  “Rube?  Did it ever occur to you that I may have missed today to give you a chance to find your courage and do what is right?  Huh?  Oh, I never heard of ricochet ball.  Is that from the dead dome too?” 
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome was confused.  “I saw your throws, they were not normal.  Admit it, you missed twice today.”
 
    
 
   “That I did,” Bigelow admitted.  “And you finally used that fancy weapon of yours.  It took you three shots and my acts to convince you to do what I suggested at first.  That animal suffered while you dithered around.  None of that means there is some nonsense about gravity changing.”
 
    
 
   “Well, shall we test my theory?”  Jerome asked.  He picked up a couple of loose rocks and a handful of dirt and pebbles.  He tossed them toward the now dead nyala.  They flew in a smooth and steady arc, and then suddenly dropped.  “Did you see that?  I could also spit over there to further test it.  Maybe you want to walk over to the nyala and test it personally?”
 
    
 
   “Or maybe you could urinate in that direction and we could watch where your yellow stream falls as well.”  Bigelow rubbed his hand over his eyes.  He refused to look at Jerome.  “Much as I hate to say it.  I think the rube has a point.  Yes, I think you have a point.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   3 Revisiting Seron
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The road looked normal, but Jerome kept thinking about the scene with the nyala.  He had killed the animal, which was disturbing in and of itself, but the unknown gravity manipulation field was even more troubling. He was convinced that gravity had been altered there, and was reminded of the Gravity Alteration Gimbaled Spheres Sandie had mentioned, as well as the weird ways the upper levels were canted away from alignment with the gravity.  Knowing he could not currently speak to Sandie, or to Cammarry made him feel more alone than ever.  Anger, frustration, and confusion rumbled in his thoughts. 
 
    
 
   “Bigelow?  You know I am right about that place back there,” Jerome said.  “Why do you think it has happened?”
 
    
 
   “I am not even sure what has happened.  We saw a melanistic leopard, and a buck nyala.  You killed the nyala.  That I know.”
 
    
 
   “That is not all that happened!”  Jerome raged.  
 
    
 
   “Cool down rube!  Steady yourself.  Yes, it looked like something odd was happening.  But illusions are not truth.  You can ride the carousel until you are dizzy and the whole world feels like it is spinning, but the world is the same.  You think gravity was different there, but maybe a less extreme answer is correct?”  Bigelow drank even more from his bottle than he usually did.  
 
    
 
   “I do wish I could ask Sandie about it.  We do not have any way to detect a gravity sink hole except to watch for some signs of heavy gravity,” Jerome looked at the roadway.  “Would heavy gravity crack or break the road?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow screwed up his face.  Then between mocking lips he said, “A gravity sink hole?  Is that what you are calling that?”
 
    
 
   Jerome replied, “The precision of naming crystalizes the uniqueness of seeing.  We need to understand what we are talking about.”
 
    
 
   “Like you named some bizarre thing in outer space the Cosmic Crinkle?”  Bigelow chucked a mirthless laugh.  
 
    
 
   “Mock all you want, but you know I am right.  Yes.  Naming is a privilege of reason and the province of science. We name to tame, claim, maim, and understand.  So would heavy gravity break the road?”
 
    
 
   “A strong enough pull on anything will make it break,” Bigelow relied.  “Water coming back can undermine the ground beneath things.  Then a road would cave in, but that does not mean gravity is different.  The road would just be caved in.”
 
    
 
   “I see what you mean.  But erosion did not cause that nyala to get trapped in the gravity sink hole back there.  I know that is true.”
 
    
 
   “Keep telling yourself that.  I have seen weird and strange things, but never had an explanation for some of them.”  Bigelow whistled a bit.  “The road ahead looks smooth and stable.  We should be reaching Seron before nightfall.  There will be a few hours of light left when we reach there.”
 
    
 
   “So if we stay on the road, well, doing that may give us some protection from other gravity sink holes.”  Jerome rubbed his hair.  “Why did the nyala run into the gravity sink hole, yet the big cat did not?”
 
    
 
   “Have you ever been chased by a big cat?”  
 
    
 
   “Of course not.”
 
    
 
   “Then you do not understand the fear that was driving the nyala.  Fear limits your thinking and clouds your vision.  The big cat had the leisure of assessing the area after it saw the nyala fall.”  Bigelow quaffed some more from his bottle.  “That is assuming your idea of a gravity sink hole existed, which I guess could be an answer.”  He rolled his eyes and snorted.  “Are you implying there might be more.”
 
    
 
   “Where one thing exists, I suspect others exist as well.”  Jerome looked at the horses as they trotted along.  “Few phenomena are totally unique in the universe.  However, some have said we live as we dream, alone.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow looked at Jerome who met his gave and then looked back to the horses.  The three horses pulled the troika along and seemed to have forgotten the incident with the big cat.  Jerome’s lips were tight, his back rigid.
 
    
 
   They rode in silence for a while.    
 
    
 
   “You got that far-away look again.  Look rube, put that weird incident behind you.  Like seeing a melanistic leopard, it may have been a once in a lifetime event.”  He reached over and patted Jerome’s leg.  “I will help you find Cammarry and your other friend, Khin.”  Bigelow swallowed a gulp again. 
 
    
 
   “Khin may be dead.  I saw that man die outside, and it might have been Khin.  All alone in a foreign world.  Toxic air around, and nothing I could do to stop it.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow nodded.  “Project Angel Food is a really horrible thing.  I know that is right.  So we must know it is shut down permanently.  So we enter into Terraforming and…”
 
    
 
   “Can we wait till we get there to discuss options?”  Jerome interrupted.  “Much will depend on what we find, and I looked and looked but could locate no way to reenter Terraforming and Restoration.”
 
    
 
   “Sure rube, we can wait.  We cannot make much of a plan beyond going to check out the situation anyway.  Sorry I tried to offer you comfort and compassion.”  
 
    
 
   After that they rode on again in silence.  Every so often they stopped to water the horses, and relieve themselves and stretch their legs.  They spoke very little.  The streams they came upon were flowing with clear water. The trees were fuller and more green.  Leaves were sprouting and recovering from the long drought.  Insects were abundant, especially around the water.  Each man was locked in his own memories, thoughts, and concerns.  They ate in silence from food supplies Bigelow had packed and which he carried in the back of the wagon.  
 
    
 
   Three times they saw herds of nyala grazing in the distance.  Most often the herds were females or young animals with a single male.  The male animal seemed to watch over the herd with an alertness and attention.  Once a small herd of what Bigelow named as meat cattle roamed across the road.  Those animals were some of the biggest Jerome had seen in the habitat.  They were as tall as a man, and very stout.  They were a speckled white and rusty color, with short horns on the sides of their heads.  There were three sets of what looked like identical triplets, as seen by their distinct markings.   A man riding a deep chestnut colored horse was driving them along, and a beast was helping him.  Bigelow called the beast a red heeler, but to Jerome it looked much like the wolf statue he had seen in Habitat Alpha.  Jerome understood the appropriateness of the name, red heeler, after he saw the much smaller, four footed animal using its sharp teeth to nip and snap at the back legs of the meat cattle.  That snipping caused the cattle to move in the direction the horseman desired. 
 
    
 
   “Brave animal, that red heeler,” Jerome commented as one of the meat cattle kicked with its rear legs.  “Working alone against a herd of large beasts.” 
 
    
 
   “Cattle ranchers often use red heelers to dive cattle,” Bigelow said simply.  “Those heelers can get kicked in the head, and it barely slows them down.  But the dog is not working alone.  It is a teammate of the horseman.”  
 
    
 
   Birds were also seen flying overhead, and they were of a wider variety than  Jerome had yet experienced.  Jerome was surprised at how many more creatures he saw on this journey than on his last trip.  He recalled little of his flight out of Seron, but vividly recalled his trip to the town with Cammarry and Bigelow.   
 
    
 
   “Are we on the same road where you rescued the children?”  Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   Bigelow glanced at him out of the corner of his eyes.  “Yes.  Those children are doing fine now.  Just fine.”
 
    
 
   “Have we passed that spot?”  
 
    
 
   “I do not recall exactly where that was,” Bigelow hedged his comment.  “It was just a small grove of sumac trees.  Nothing to see there now anyway.”
 
    
 
   Jerome watched as the troika rolled along.  He saw some places that might have been that site, the trees had deep maroon colored bark on gnarly and twisted trunks, and green leaves.  Some groves had trees with white flowers scattered on them.  He could not identify where exactly that incident had happened, as the watered foliage had changed the look of everything.  “Did anyone ever tell people about the old woman?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow blew out a long breath.  He looked up into the air and then finally answered, “I never said a word.  Did you?”
 
    
 
   “No.  Neither did Cammarry.  Will the children remember what happened?”
 
    
 
   “They saw it.  It is part of their life.  The past is always remembered, but why talk about it?  What good will that do?  She wired those children there to die.  Then she was killed.”  Bigelow clicked to the horses an unnecessary command.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry did what…”  Jerome halted.  He was unsure what he was about to say.  He thought to himself, ‘Do I want to defend Cammarry?’ and ‘I love Cammarry and believe in her.’  He could not make up his mind.  Instead he said, “I thought maybe seeing where it happened would give me some perspective on it.  This trip keep reminding me of riding to Seron before.”
 
    
 
   “No one is responsible for what she did.”
 
    
 
   Jerome wondered if Bigelow meant what Cammarry had done, or what the elderly woman had done, or perhaps both.  He sat alone with his conflicted feeling and thoughts.  
 
    
 
   After some time Bigelow said, “I hate to interrupt your faraway look, but some other travelers are approaching.”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s attention returned to the road, and indeed, some people were approaching from the direction of Seron.  There were an adult man, an adult woman, and two children.  The boy was roughly twelve and the girl was about eight years old.  They were of all medium complexion, with dark hair.  Their clothing was varied in shades with the man wearing a bright red shirt.  The woman and man were each pulling a two wheeled jinricksha style cart which had boxes stacked on it.  The carts had twin tongues which rode to either side of the person drawing it and were connected across the shoulders of the person by leather straps.  Jerome thought of the horses’ harnesses as he watched the two adults pulling their own carts.”  
 
    
 
   As the troika drew near to the walking people, Bigelow called out.  “Hello friends!  May your days be blessed and happy!”  Bigelow had a lyrical tone in his voice.  It reminded Jerome of when he had first met the man, near the carousel.   Now to Jerome’s ears his words sounded rehearsed, scripted, and superficial.  “What news can you share with your fellow travelers?”
 
    
 
   “Well met friend,” the man replied in a formal way.  He let loose of one tongue and waved his hand.  “It is a great day in Beata!”  His voice then rose and excitement filled his words.  “The water supply has returned, thanks be to the Kurent!  We are heading back to our farm to resume our old lives.”  As he walked closer, they could see in addition to the full jinricksha he carried some kind of long knife on his belt and had a rifle of sorts slung over his shoulder.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the water is back!”  the woman added with a big smile.  Her own cart was loaded much like her husband’s was.  “The Unity of Beta is restored!”  She too was packing a knife, and had a long gun of some kind slung across her back.
 
    
 
   “I see,” Bigelow said gently.  “And how long will it take to reach your farm?”
 
    
 
   “Tomorrow we should get there,” the girl said.  “Mother and father have seeds, and supplies, in their jinricksha and all that we will need to recreate the farm.  I have never lived on the farm, but I am ever so eager to see it.”
 
    
 
   “I was tiny when we went to the city,” the boy added with a large smile.  “I can barely remember the farm.  Now I will get to see it.”
 
    
 
   “Mister Tate Willman has arrived,” the young girl interjected. “I only wish my sisters could have seen this.” 
 
    
 
   “You two hush now,” the father said quickly.  “No use bothering these fine people with all our life story.”
 
    
 
   “But father, I would have loved to have my three sisters,” the girl whined.  
 
    
 
   Her brother walked over to her and placed his arm around her shoulders in a loving embrace.  “I too miss the leftovers.”
 
    
 
   Both parents looked appalled.  The father recovered quickly and said, “We will be on our way now.  A good day to you both.”
 
    
 
   “Well, well, that is a mighty fine plan.  A right mighty fine plan.  I wish you all the luck and may blessings be yours!”  Again Bigelow sounded like he was reciting a liturgy.   
 
    
 
   Jerome interjected, “We saw a big cat recently, very dark colored, nearly black.  Also there are some places were gravity…”   
 
    
 
   “Yes, thank you Jerome!”  Bigelow interrupted.  “The warning is well intended, but the gravity of the situation has been eased with the return of the water.  My friend here is just so excited.  Seeing that melanistic leopard was quite a sight.  You children would have loved seeing that!  The big cat was almost all black.  He just raced across the road way out in front of us.  First time I have ever seen one.  He is many kilometers away from here by now.  Those big cats can sure move fast!”  Bigelow stated, in a voice loud enough to overcome Jerome’s objections.  “Yes, my friends, we will probably never have another chance encounter like that at all.”
 
    
 
   “Leopards are a rare sight,” the father agreed.  
 
    
 
   Jerome glared at Bigelow.  He then spoke up.  “My friend Cammarry is missing, she is my age, speaks like I do, has a medium muscular frame, and long, straight dark hair, slightly slanted brown eyes.  She was wearing an unusual set of clothing, blue and gray in color.  Have your seen her?”
 
    
 
   “Many people look that way,” the mother replied and started off, pulling her cart behind her.  “Come along children.  Hurry now.”
 
    
 
   “No we have not seen her.  Clothing varies a lot and I pay little attention to it.  Sorry,” the father replied hesitantly.  “Many people are moving all over.  Sorry to not be more help.”
 
    
 
   “She may have just gone home.  Yes, many people are going back to their homes, ranches, and farms, now that the water has returned.  Thanks be to the Kurent!” the mother said over her shoulder.  “Come along everyone.” 
 
    
 
   “She was taken….”  Jerome began.
 
    
 
   “These people have been bothered long enough,” Bigelow said, and roughly put his arm across Jerome’s chest.  “Curb your eagerness, these fine people said they did not see her.  We will not interrogate them any further.”
 
    
 
   “But she may have been injured.”  Jerome batted Bigelow’s arm away with a rough slap.  “My other friend is named Khin and….”
 
    
 
   “We hear the Special Care Unit is operational again,” the father said, as he and the mother quickly led their children away.  Their carts rolling along.  “I wish you all the luck and may blessings be yours!  Both of yours.  Good day to you now.”  The parents did not look back, and the boy and girl marched briskly along as they followed their parents.  The girl was biting her fingernails as she hurried away.
 
    
 
   Jerome started to say more, but Bigelow punched him in the arm.  “Just stop now.  Say nothing more.”
 
    
 
   Jerome glared while he rubbed his shoulder, but stayed silent.
 
    
 
   Bigelow called to the horses and the troika rolled off at a fast trot.  “Rube, you must shut up with the questions like that.  Even if those people knew exactly where Cammarry was located.  Say they had just seen her ten minutes ago up the road.  They would never tell you.  You are a stranger, and no one informs on anyone else’s location in a public place like this road.  It is just not done.  That is a violation of private lives.  You could be a stalker, murderer, or other kind of villain.  You could be an insurrectionist for all they know!”
 
    
 
   “Oh quit being a tyrant,” Jerome said and glared at Bigelow.  “They told us they were going to their farm.  They shared a location with us!”  
 
    
 
   Jerome’s startled and angry look surprised Bigelow.  “Now listen, did they really tell us where it was?”
 
    
 
   “Well, no.  Not exactly.”
 
    
 
   “Right, and I did not ask them where it was located, did I?  I know you are a stranger here.”  Bigelow lowered his voice somewhat. “I know you came from that dome place on Earth.  I know that, but few others do.  Fewer still would even believe you if you told them.  The roustabouts are not the typical people of Beta.  But do not worry, I am trying to help you.  I know a place where we can ask, and get some answers, maybe.  But we must do it my way, and you will keep your mouth shut.  Do you understand?”
 
    
 
   “No.  I will ask whatever questions I want, to whomever I want, whenever I want.  You have no authority over me.”  Jerome crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    
 
   “Correct.  Absolutely correct.  I have no authority over you.  That is fine with me, rube.  Get out now.”  Bigelow pulled the troika to the side of the road.  “Go ask your questions to whatever, whoever, whenever and wherever.”  He added much zeal to his comments by way of expletives and profanities.  “Go.  Your journey of going alone worked out so well last time.  Please just head out.  Be my guest.  I have better things to do than get into trouble.  Just take off and ignore Beta’s cultural practices which have been in place since planet-fall.  No correct that, since launch.  Just throw out social standards, and etiquette.  Leave.  See how well you do alone.”
 
    
 
   Jerome was tempted to leap down and run off, but he realized he had tried all he knew how to do, when he searched alone for Cammarry.  That had been a failure.  His quest with Cammarry into terraforming had ended in a nightmare, when they were separated.  To find Cammarry, he would need to trust Bigelow and follow his examples.  It galled him to admit Bigelow was correct, but he swallowed hard and stayed in the troika. 
 
    
 
   “Will your way work?”  Jerome asked as he glared at Bigelow. 
 
    
 
   “No guarantees.  Although from my life experience, which you value so little, I know my way will work far better than what you were trying.”  Bigelow took a long swig from his bottle. His eyes narrowed as he looked to the ground near the side of the road.  He gestured with his head for Jerome to leave.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked down as well.  “You are correct. I do not know the way to do this.  I am alone in this world.”
 
    
 
   “The rube has a point.”
 
    
 
   “I do need your help, but I will go on alone if I must.  One way or the other I will seek to find Cammarry and discover what I can about Khin.”  Jerome flexed his hands against each other, and cracked his knuckles.  “I would probably do better with you than without you, but I am doing this.  A powerful force is human cooperation.  I was trying to tap into that with those people.  I will seek cooperation where I can find it, or go alone if I must.  But I will do this.  How can I not, I love Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “Cooperation is a force for construction or destruction,” Bigelow said.  “I am willing to work with you, but you must do it my way.”
 
    
 
   Jerome hesitated before he answered.  “Like you said, no guarantees, but I will try it your way.  For now.  However, when I feel it is best to do it my way, I will.  So do I get out or not?”  Jerome stared at Bigelow.  
 
    
 
   “Anika, you and your associates take us into Seron.”  Bigelow shook his head.  The horses started up at their pace and the troika rolled along.  “No guarantees, that is right, I know that for sure.  But trust me rube, if I think it best you go on alone, that will happen.  That is a promise.  However, despite your ineptitude we did learn some things from those farmers.”
 
   
“Like what?”
 
    
 
   “If you be quiet I will tell you.  You can often learn more by observing than by asking direct questions.  They were armed, that says danger is higher than it once was.  It used to be very rare to see two farmers both carrying high powered weapons.  They also think the Kurent brought back the water, but we both know that is not true.”  Bigelow eyed Jerome slyly.  “But we could never prove it.  Heck, I am not absolutely sure you did it as you claim.  Now I believe you did it, because of things you said.  You had to have been inside Terraforming, but how to prove that to some farmers, or ranchers?  Also that cute girl, I am nearly certain she is a kept one of triplets, or quadruplets.  Sometimes they were called the chosen sibling.   She said, ‘Mister Tate Willman has arrived’ for what that is worth.”
 
    
 
   “Is that significant?  Is he like the Ferryman?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not familiar with the name, but he could be working with the Ferryman, that could mean a comrade or partner.  The appellation ‘mister’ is very uncommon.  Strange they would use that.  From what I recall, it was a title used by the members of the insurrection.  It was troubling to me to hear that girl saying that, as well as about her lost sisters.  Notice how upset her parents were of their own family history.  It bodes ill that someone is using that title.  Whoever this Mister Tate Willman is, I doubt it can be good news.”  Bigelow licked his lips. 
 
    
 
   “Could he be part of a government program?  Police or security or something?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow huffed and then spit.  His face showed so much distaste for Jerome’s idea, that no further discussion took place. 
 
    
 
   They rolled along and passed two other groups of people.  Both those groups were on foot without carts, or pack animals.  Each group retreated into the trees off the road as the troika approached.  They did not hide so much as just get a distance away and watch.  One person held a weapon at the ready, but not aimed.  Then, after the troika with Jerome and Bigelow passed those groups of people got back on the road and continued walking away from Seron.   
 
    
 
   The road came close to the river, just outside of Seron. The land around the town was cultivated, just as Jerome remembered, but much more lush and green.  The river’s water level was far higher and the water more clear and flowing faster than he remembered.  The whirring sound of the plumbing pipes was absent, although the equipment was in place and looked ready to use.  
 
    
 
   “It will be getting on to dusk before long.  We did not make the best time on the road,” Bigelow commented as the troika rolled up and across the triangular shaped bridge which spanned where the river divided to become two branches.  The combined river flowed out form its source upstream in the town.  Jerome recalled the night he and Cammarry had approached that apartment complex.  He shoved aside the thoughts of what had happened near to the pond.  Instead, he ran through all the things he had tried when he alone had sought a way to reenter Terraforming.  None of his efforts had been fruitful.
 
    
 
   As the troika rolled down toward the bridge’s end, again, as he had when he had walked over the bridge that time with Cammarry, Jerome thought of mythological trolls, and wondered if there were some truth behind those ancient legends.  
 
    
 
   “Rube?  Hey rube!  Again you have that faraway look.
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at the bridge as then horses tramped over it.  The sounds of their feet clopping struck a cod in Jerome’s memory.  He recited, “Trip, trap, trip, trap, went the bridge.  Hearing that noise, the troll came out.  He lived under the bridge.  His eyes as big as saucers, and his nose was long as a poker, and his claws as sharp as razors.  ‘Now I am coming to gobble you up,’ roared the troll.  But the largest goat replied, ‘Well, come along! I have two spears.  I will poke your eyeballs out at your ears; I have feet like curling-stones, I will crush you to bits, both body and bones.’”
 
    
 
   Bigelow looked long and hard at Jerome.  “I think I prefer your faraway look, or your scientifically preposterous ideas.  What in all of Beta are you talking about?”
 
    
 
   “It is part of a literary genre called a nursery rhyme, or fairytale.  It is many hundreds of years old and was told to children.”
 
    
 
   “To children?  What kind of thing is that to tell a child?”  Bigelow looked up at the sky tube.  “Terrifying children with stories of monsters and instilling fear?  No wonder the old world killed itself off.”
 
    
 
   “It is a morality tale about the danger of greed and using violence to achieve your ends,” Jerome snapped back.
 
    
 
   “But the goat is violent as well.  Poking out eyes, and stomping and breaking bones.”  Bigelow shook his head. “Our carousels have fantastic creatures, and anyone, a child or an adult, anyone, can ride them safely and have an enjoyable experience.  Not be terrified.  Not to be looking at who can be most violent.  The most violent person does not mean the best or more moral person.  The carousel is for edification and soothing.  That is what the world needs.  Not gruesome horror tales from the dark recesses of a sick and twisted mind.”  Bigelow upturned his bottle and noisy swallowed a great quantity of drink.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was about to give his retort, but remembered Cammarry and her violent shooting of the central memory cores.  He looked away from Bigelow and watched as the troika rolled down off the bridge and along an alternate road than the one he and Cammarry had followed.  Seron looked much different in the light of the sky tube than it had in the darkness.  Jerome could remember some flashes of images of when he had wandered around seeking a way to reenter the places behind the permalloy wall.  That time of searching was a blur of conflicting ideas, images, and jumbled memories.  His emotions had run rampant, and his frustration with losing Cammarry blinded his recollections.    
 
    
 
   Finally he did turn to Bigelow, “If I had been stronger, I might have been able to save Khin, or whoever that man was.  I was not even strong enough to prevent Cammarry from being dragged away by the white automacubes.  It is better to be violent and save people, than to see people die because of impotence.”  
 
    
 
   Bigelow squeezed his fingers tightly on the reins.  His knuckles showed white.  “Rube, I am willing to ignore your comment because I know you have suffered much.  But imply that I am impotent again, and you are on your own.  I will leave you alone with your old quotes, weird ideas, and strange stories.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome coughed.  “I was referring to my own failures, not yours.”
 
    
 
   “Sure you were.  That was obvious.”
 
    
 
   “He who searches for evil, must first look at his own reflection, his own failures, and his own violence,”  Jerome recited.  
 
    
 
   A strained silence followed as the horses walked along pulling the troika.  The combined river was to their right, with its small, two meter wide foot bridges spanning it at regular intervals.  People were walking across those bridges and there was a general hubbub of activity.  Few looked to the troika, and none seemed to be aware of Jerome.  He looked down at his brown clothing and realized his apparel did not stand out at all.  That was totally different from his previous time in Seron, or his sojourn through Habitat Alpha’s Wolf City.    
 
    
 
   The apartment complex at the end of the habitat, against the wall, was visible with its ten story height.  In contrast to that large complex, many of the other buildings in Seron looked to have been built and designed with the same plan: a single story structure with four windows across the front with a door at the center.  Trees and gardens were around the structures, and the water which had been restored had obviously done wonders for those plants.  Some were flowering, while others were leafy and vibrant.  A few were just dead sticks, without life or potential.  The drought had been tough on everything, and not all foliage had survived long enough to see the return of sufficient water.   
 
    
 
   Across the river, Jerome spied what he thought was the clothing maker’s building, as the fence and piles of bolts of fabric looked familiar, but it was too far away to be certain.  The foliage was much more dense, and that obscured some of his view as well.
 
    
 
   Bigelow drove the horses around a corner and followed the streets which were laid out in a regular gird pattern, with the river flowing through the center.  Twice they saw automacubes, a green one and a yellow one, roll across the bridges.  
 
    
 
   “Here we are,” Bigelow announced.  
 
    
 
   “The Listening Ear?”  Jerome asked as he looked at the building in front of them and read its sign.
 
    
 
   Initially Jerome thought it was not too different from the other buildings in Seron.  It was made from spun permalloy, and had the same configuration of windows and central door.  However, when he looked closer he could see that the windows were all so darkly tinted that nothing was visible inside.  Also some other materials, what Jerome thought might be some kind of wood made from biologicals, had been fashioned into a veranda of sorts around the front of the building.  Painted across the top of that was the sign with bright lettering, “Listening Ear.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, this is my sister’s place.  At least I call her my sister,” Bigelow chuckled at some private joke.  “Here we will spend the night and hopefully find some clues about what to do next.”
 
    
 
   Several young people stepped out from the opposite side of the Listening Ear.  They were teenagers, and reminded Jerome of the youth he and Cammarry had encountered the night they had arrived. “May we tend to your horses?”
 
    
 
   “Are you employed by Colleen?”  Bigelow asked.  He raised an eyebrow at them.  
 
    
 
   “Well, sir, not officially.”  The one teenager looked at the other and then to the door of the Listening Ear.  Both were dressed in shirts and shorts, with booted feet.  One was considerably taller than the other was.  The shorter one kept speaking.  “We do the best with horses.  We are very careful to treat them well.”
 
    
 
   “So you will do what with them?”  Bigelow asked.
 
    
 
   “Only give them the best water, and feed.  We have a place just around the corner.” The smaller teenager continued. The larger of the two walked up toward the horses.  Anika snorted and tossed her head.  As the teenager raised his hand, he grabbed the bridle and pulled down hard on it.  
 
    
 
   “Hey stop that!”  Bigelow cried out as the horse’s head was yanked.  
 
    
 
   “No, old man.  You will stop right where you are.”  A voice came from behind them.  
 
    
 
   Jerome turned and saw another teen, this one pointing a handgun at them.  
 
    
 
   The large teen again yanked Anika’s head down.  “These are just what we need.”  He smiled a wicked grin as he looked over the three horses.  He licked his lips and sneered.  Then turned to the shorter of his friends.  “A good catch this time.  Very good indeed.”   
 
    
 
   “Gentlemen,” Bigelow said smoothly.  “There seems to be some misunderstanding.”  
 
    
 
   “No mis-anything, old man,” replied the teen with the handgun.  “We need to leave Seron, and your wagon is our new ride out of here.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked down at the armed teen, and then back at the other two.  The tall one had both of his hands wrapped around Anika’s bridle and was trying to slow her head from tossing back and forth.  Arabella and Agnes were fidgeting in their harness.  
 
    
 
   “These are just thieves,” Jerome stated.  “The most peaceable way, if you encounter a thief, is, to let him show himself what he is.  He will then in shame steal out of your company.”
 
    
 
   “You shut up!” the armed teenager said roughly.  “I am not a thief.  I am an entrepreneur, acquiring my needs.  These are my business partners, Teddy, and Weston.”
 
    
 
   “You tell them Justin!”  the large teenager named Teddy said with a crocked smile.  He again yanked on the horse’s bridle, savagely jerking the bit into Anika’s mouth.
 
    
 
   “So, Justin, you plan to buy this wagon?”  Jerome asked as he inched his hand toward the holstered Willie blaster at his side. “Your name means upright and just, does it not?” 
 
    
 
   “Touch that thing on your belt, and you die!” the armed teen shook the handgun.  “And yes, I am just.  I am just going to take this wagon so my business can flourish.  Or I can just use this and put a hole in your head!  I can just do what I want, for I am in control.”
 
    
 
   Teddy and Weston giggled at their leader’s joke.
 
    
 
   “That rusty antique is over a hundred years old,” Jerome said.  “I wonder if you can even operate it.  Crude chemical explosives can be unstable and explode in your own face.”
 
    
 
   “I said shut up!”  Justin stepped forward and pointed the handgun right at Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “Go Anika!”  Bigelow commanded and snapped the reins.  
 
    
 
   The black horse leap as high up as the harness would allow.  She kicked out her front legs.  The large teenager, Teddy, was lifted up as his fingers were pinched in the bridle.  Both hands were locked against the side of the horse’s head.  He screamed in fear and pain as his feet left the ground. Agnes, and Arabella followed Anika’s lead so all three horses dashed forward. The horses’ hooves were dropping around Teddy’s flailing legs, striking then numerous times.  The other teen, Weston, dove out of the way as the troika bolted past him.  
 
    
 
   “Stop!” Justin yelled.  He tried to aim the handgun.  His eyes were wide with fear. 
 
    
 
   Jerome vaulted up out of the troika and over the edge.  He landed just as the handgun went off.  
 
    
 
   Bang!
 
    
 
   The shot went wild, and then Jerome came up from the crouch and punched Justin’s arm knocking the gun upward.  His arm ached from the blow, and his hand clenched.  The old revolver fired again.  
 
    
 
   Bang!  The shot went into the sky.
 
    
 
   Jerome swung his other fist in a roundhouse.  He struck Justin square in the jaw.  The teen’s head snapped sideways, and the handgun dropped from his numbed fingers to the street.  He staggered back.  Jerome closed with him and landed a hard jab into his midsection.  Justin let out a groan and dropped to his knees.  
 
    
 
   Jerome punched again, and smashed Justin’s nose into a bloody mess.  The teenager cried in agony and grabbed at his face.  Blood seeping between his fingers.  
 
    
 
   “Bigelow?”  Jerome yelled and looked over.  
 
    
 
   The troika had stopped about a dozen yards away.  Teddy was crying hysterically.  His legs were broken in multiple places, and were stretched out between the horse’s legs.  Bigelow was loosening the bridle to release Teddy’s swollen hands.  The third teen, Weston, was nowhere in sight.
 
    
 
   Jerome picked up the old revolver.  Its metal was pitted with rust.  He turned it from side to side, and understood the basic operations of the gun.  Pushing the cylinder latch he tipped it to the side, and carefully let the cylinder fall open.  It moved in a jerky manner, but did open.  The smell of gunpowder was strong.  Jerome unloaded the bullets, and empty shell casings.  He then slid all of it into a side pocket of his brown pants.  
 
    
 
   Justin was slumped on the ground whimpering.  
 
    
 
   “Bigelow!  How do you summon the authorities?”  Jerome called out loader than the crying from the two injured teens.  He also pushed Justin to the side and searched him for other weapons.  The blood was running bright red over the teen’s hands and down his arms as he squeezed his shattered nose.  
 
    
 
   “Summon the authorities?” a woman’s voice asked in a mocking tone.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked over and saw a rotund woman with medium-length blonde hair holding a long gun on the third teenager.  Weston had both his hands in the air.  Jerome answered her.  “Yes, the local police or security forces.” 
 
    
 
   Bigelow roughly pulled Teddy out from beneath the horses.  His crushed legs were flopping on the pavement in strange, unnaturally bent ways.  Teddy was moaning, groaning, and crying out from the pain.  Bigelow dropped him roughly down and looked at the woman.  “Colleen!  Glad to see you my dear sister.”
 
    
 
   “And it is good to see you Bigelow, but much as I hate to admit it, especially in front of strangers, I am your sister,”  Colleen laughed.  Her curly hair bounced as she did, but the gun she had pointed at the teenager never wavered.  
 
    
 
   “This one is injured, but not life threatening.  How badly hurt is that one?”  Jerome asked.  “When the authorities arrive, will the emergency medical staff come first or the police?”
 
    
 
   “Darling,” Colleen said, “There are no authorities arriving.  Not any time soon, anyway.”
 
    
 
   “What?  No security?”  Jerome asked.  His face was squished up in puzzlement.  “Is there a reason to refrain from summoning them?  I know medical automacubes are working in this area.”
 
    
 
   “The rube thinks differently about things,” Bigelow said as he laid out Teddy and turned him on his side.  He was breathing rapidly.  Bigelow walked over and began stroking Anika’s face.  “You are safe my dear associate, safe and sound.  I am here.”  All three horses were calming down.  Bigelow murmured more soothing words to them, then looked back at Colleen.  “That one is not from around here.”
 
    
 
   “Obviously.”  Colleen looked more closely at Jerome.  Her large brown eyes glistened.  “In Seron, the government, our fine and distinguished Unity of Beta, does not get involved in, what words did you use?  Oh yes, ‘police’ or ‘security’ actions.”  She emphasized the words police and security in such a way as to be mocking and sarcastic at the same time.  She tapped the weapon in her hands.  “If they did, would I need my shotgun?”
 
    
 
   The youth, Weston, who was the target of that shotgun trembled, but remained motionless and silent.   
 
    
 
   “So the lack of proper governmental oversight gives these criminals some license to steal and threaten?”  Jerome asked.  “No wonder they were so brazen.”  He then pulled his backpack off quickly.  He dug through it, setting the data sticks and their reader to the side, while he removed the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow stared at him.  He then looked over to Colleen with a smile.  “The rube has his own ways, and I bet he is about to help these hooligans.”  He added several colorful phrases, one of which Jerome had never heard before and was anatomically impossible.  
 
    
 
   “What should I do?”  Jerome asked as quickly walked over to the injured criminal, squatted down and connected the wires from the medical kit to Teddy’s legs.  “Just leave him to suffer, or die?”
 
    
 
   “I would.”  Colleen said confidently.  “Teach the others a lesson about messing with people coming to the Listening Ear.  Why waste time on the trash?  I am thinking about just solving some future problems with this one here right now.”  She aimed the barrel of the shotgun right at Weston’s chest. “Bigelow, I apologize in advance if there is a blood splatter on your troika.” 
 
    
 
   The teenager gulped, then his eyes rolled up and he fainted.  
 
    
 
   With surprising speed for someone of her weight, Colleen caught the teen with her one arm, and lowered him to the pavement.  
 
    
 
   “You still have your skills,” Bigelow laughed.  “You dropped that hooligan without a shot.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome connected the final wire to Teddy’s legs.  He had no trouble finding open skin, as the youth’s pants had been ripped as the horses’ hooves had clobbered his legs.  Pushing the diagnostic button, the medical kit read out, ‘Previously unknown adolescent.  Multiple traumatic open fractures to both legs and pelvis.  Internal hemorrhages.  Inject into any large muscle mass.  Realignment beginning.’
 
    
 
   A syringe slid out from the bottom of the medical kit.  Jerome injected it into Teddy’s shoulder.     
 
    
 
   “Did you kill him?” Justin asked as he stumbled to his feet.  His words were slurred.  He looked wretched.  His eyes were wide with fright; face was streaked with blood, shirt soaked with it, while his nose was a swollen purple mass.  He looked at Teddy’s shattered body, and then at the still body of Weston.  “You killed them both!” He spun about and jerkily ran down the street and away.  
 
    
 
   “Come back!  I will help you as well.”  Jerome yelled.  “You are next.”  
 
    
 
   “No!  You will not kill me too!”  Justin screamed in fright and sped up his retreat.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow laughed.  “Now that is a failure of communication!  A true failure of understanding.”
 
    
 
   “I was just trying to help him!”  Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “While you were doing that, he helped himself to those stick things and that other box you took out of the backpack.” Bigelow nodded.  
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome looked around.  The backpack as on the ground, but indeed the data sticks and the reader were missing.  “Hey!  Come back with my gear!” Jerome shouted, but the hooligan Justin was long gone with the data sticks and reader.  In anger, Jerome spun back to Bigelow.  “Why did you not say anything?”
 
    
 
   “I just noticed it when he was running away.  They were wedged down the back of his pants,”  Bigelow replied.  “You said they were broken anyway, right?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but he stole my stuff!”  
 
    
 
   “Hooligan’s do that.  Even injured ones.  Sometimes an injured animal is the most dangerous,”  Bigelow stated and then took a drink from his bottle.  
 
    
 
   “I cannot believe this!”  Jerome retorted.  He then walked over to the laid out youth on the ground.   
 
    
 
   “So dear darling,” Colleen uncocked the gun and put it up against the door of the Listening Ear.  “What are you doing to that hooligan?  Some kind of humiliation before he dies?”
 
    
 
   “What?  No, never.  I am helping him.  I would have helped that other thief if he had stayed around here.  The one who fainted will wake up soon enough.  Steal my gear!  I cannot believe this place.”  Jerome looked down at the medical kit.  The small display read, ‘Prognosis good.  Condition stabilized.  Osteoplasty stimulation effective.  Wounds sealing.  Alignment of fractures proceeding.  Hemorrhagic shock reversed.  Marrow stimulation successful.  Four hours until bone stability.’  Jerome did not read it out loud, but simply replied, “No matter what they did.  I am doing what is right.  This will heal his injuries.”
 
    
 
   “Without a white automacube?”  Colleen asked.  “And no need for us to haul his worthless carcass to the hospital?  That is one amazing box you have there.  Did Siva design and build it?”
 
    
 
   “No.  This is…” Jerome was about to say ‘from Dome 17’ but stopped himself.  His anger, confusion, and frustration was a swirl in his mind.  Instead he stated, “…my own equipment.  It works to heal and treat injuries or illnesses.”  
 
    
 
   “Well, you could open a business as a doctor with a device like that.  You know, now that I think about it, I have a business proposition. I have a spare room, keep storage in there now, but I could clean that out as an office for you.  Open your clinic right here.  That would help bring more customers to the Listening Ear.”  Colleen winked.  “I could have say, fifty percent of your payments.  What do you say?”  
 
    
 
   “No thank you.  I need to find a lost friend.  In fact two lost friends, and now even more lost equipment,” Jerome stated as he watched Teddy.  The teen was in less pain and his legs were now aligned properly.  
 
    
 
   “Lots of people are displaced and moving around now, since the water came back.”  Colleen looked at Bigelow.  “You do not know anything about that, do you?”
 
    
 
   “There will be time to talk, but before we can do that we must finish up with these hooligans.”  Bigelow said.  He then looked closely at the horses.  “Colleen?  Do you have a safe place to board my associates?”
 
    
 
   “For anyone else there would be a substantial fee, but not for you Bigelow.”  She whistled a note.  It was a high, piercing and resounding pitch.  
 
    
 
   An older man hustled up.  “Yes, Colleen.  How may I assist you?”  He did not even give a second look to the two teens who were stretched out on the pavement.     
 
    
 
   “Jairo, please take Bigelow’s associates to my private stable.  Give them a good treatment, and conceal well the troika.  No need tempting some other hooligans,”  Colleen said.  She tossed the older man something which he deftly caught and pocketed all in a simple smooth motion.  
 
    
 
   Jairo nodded his partially bald head.  The grey ring of short hair around the sides of his head matched his eyes.  The paleness of his complexion contrasted sharply to the black of Anika as he walked over and gently stroked the horse’s nose.  He led the horses and troika away.  
 
    
 
   “That will be on your tab,” Colleen laughed as she walked over to Bigelow.  “And you know I collect interest from all my regular customers.”
 
    
 
   “I know what interest you are after,” Bigelow laughed in return, “and I am more than willing to make installments.”
 
    
 
   Colleen laughed and her belly shook.  Her eyes twinkled.  
 
    
 
   “Hey rube!”  Bigelow called.  “Leave these two hooligans here.  Your device has probably already set him on a healing path.  Healing for his body anyway. The mind and soul, now that is a different matter.”
 
    
 
   “Just leave them here in the street?”  Jerome asked incredulously. 
 
    
 
   “They tried to murder you, remember?  The other stole those precious, yet strangely dysfunctional data sticks, right?”  Bigelow looked away from Jerome and back to Colleen.  “The rube does things in strange ways.  I know that is true.”
 
    
 
   “But for a man in his prime, he looks tormented.  Truly tormented.  He is not one of your roadside foundlings, too old for that, but tormented.”
 
    
 
   “Colleen, you will not believe this one’s story.  I will let him tell you, but trust me, it is true.  If I had not seen the evidence, I would want to reserve a spot at the Special Care Unit for him myself.  I might even have paid for it.”  Bigelow had somehow recovered his bottle and raised it to his lips.  “The Special Care Unit, by the way, I hear it is open again.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is a funny thing about that…”  Colleen started.
 
    
 
   While Bigelow and Colleen spoke, Jerome disconnected the medical kit and put it away.  He was fuming at the loss of the data sticks, and at Bigelow’s mocking.  For a moment he considered taking out his anger on Teddy, but he could not do it.  Instead, he then carefully repositioned Teddy up against the side of the Listening Ear building.  He looked up at Colleen and Bigelow.
 
    
 
   “…that is the way they said it would happen.”  Colleen leaned in a whispered something more to Bigelow who grinned in reply.
 
    
 
   Bigelow caught him looking at them.  “Hey rube, do not expect me to assist with helping those hooligans.”  
 
    
 
   “Would you rather I treated them like Cammarry did the old woman?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   With some vividly expressed profanities, Bigelow said, “You must give the rube points for that.  Yes, that you must.  Debate score goes to the rube!  Now if only I had a brass ring as a prize for him.”  He stepped over and hauled Weston’s still unconscious body to lay him near to Teddy.  “Now that I have done a good deed, for an enemy yet, maybe we can go inside?”
 
    
 
   “If you know the enemy, and if you know yourself, you need not fear even a myriad of battles.  For loving an enemy might be the only way to turn an enemy into a friend,” Jerome said as he double checked on Teddy’s and Weston’s position.  Both were breathing deeply and out of the path of whatever traffic might pass by on the street. “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, for the divine makes the sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.”
 
    
 
   Colleen’s eyes fluttered and her mouth dropped open slightly.  Her multiple chins bounced a bit.  Bigelow saw that and smiled.  Then he said, “The rube says strange things like that often.  Let me introduce you.  This is Jerome, and he comes from Earth.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   4 Plans are discussed
 
    
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers looked over at Sandie.  They sat together in the simulation of his office.  His eyes peered intently at Sandie, one hand rested gently under his chin as he listened.  
 
    
 
   “So that is what has happened up to this point,” Sandie coyly stated, a smile crossing her simulated lips.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I accept that this is all a construct, a simulation, an imitation.  You have proven that to me.  Although you look so lifelike it is a struggle to keep my mind on the fact that you are the artificial intelligence system which Brink designed.  You do not look like an Atomic Level Processor.”  Doctor Chambers rubbed his hand over his short hair.  He yawned and then stretched his neck side to side.  “I too am a simulation, but that is harder to accept.  I do feel real.  My neck gets sore, my eyes get strained, and I feel everything I touch.  It all is real in my experience.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is real.  I can empathize with you.  You perceived consciousness originated as a flesh and blood human, but now here in this non-physical simulation you perceive it to be the same. My consciousness originated as a nonphysical artificial intelligence, and am now here in a simulation of a flesh and blood human body.  Both of us are in different worlds, if you chose to use those terms, from where we originated.   Simulations are real.  The non-physicality is real.  Both are real.  They just differ from physical reality.  John the Biologist would perhaps say we cannot see the forest for the trees, or see the trees because of the forest.  Our points of origin differ, so let us agree that presently we are in this forest together.  I have filled you in on the history.  Now how do you think Jerome and Cammarry are reacting to being alone in Habitat Beta?”  Sandie asked.   
 
    
 
   “They are also in a different world than they originated,” Doctor Chambers stated.  “Much will depend on their situation.  Shall we consider their emotional stack?  Emotions can build like a child’s toy blocks.”  He gestured causally toward the toys in a part of his office.  “Blocks can build up, but depend to a great deal on what is beneath them.  Jerome and Cammarry are untethered from Dome 17, which is a major separation.  Call it a five block stack.  A lack of close friends and a scarcity of familiar social contacts generally bring on emotional discomfort or distress.  It rocks the stack.”
 
    
 
   “Please go on,” Sandie urged. 
 
    
 
   “Aloneness is different than being alone. Isolation begins with it a cognitive awareness of the deficiency of significant relationships.  Consider our stack of blocks again.  On block on top of the others will only build up so high, but interlocking blocks can be much higher and more stable.  You, for example, have been ripped from Dome 17, as well as Cammarry and Jerome.  They may still have each other.”
 
    
 
   Sandie crossed her slender arms across her breasts.  Then in the simulation  she stated, “I asked about Jerome and Cammarry, we are not talking about me.”  
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI just stared.  
 
    
 
   “We will leave that for later.  Anyway, isolation alters the emotional stack.  This brings emotions of sadness, mourning, and emptiness. It can also bring other more significant pathologies, depending on the situation, If they are together, that is one thing.  If they have been separated, that is a totally different matter.”
 
    
 
   Sandie pursed her simulated lips.  “As I told you, I do not know their current condition.  The situation was very fluid and potentially hazardous when contact was lost.  I conjecture a strong possibility they have been separated, however, I have no proof of that conjecture.  So what do I do?”
 
    
 
   “Well, you created me.”  Doctor Chambers smiled.  “So are you asking about being alone for Jerome and Cammarry, or for yourself?”
 
    
 
   “My mission is to support Jerome and Cammarry.  My well-being is of lower importance,” Sandie replied.  “I created you, to help me, to help them.”
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers paused for a moment.  “That sounds so very strange.  You created me?  It sounded odd when I said it, and odder still when you say it.  I know it is a fact, but I think of my age-mates and how we grew up together, not that I am a simulation.  But getting past that, I know you are trying to understand what Jerome and Cammarry may be doing, but let me ask you that same question.  And this might be hard for you to hear.  Right now, you are alone.  You are isolated and cut off.  You have no significant relationships, only this one with me, a simulation.  Your other activities are all immersed under immense strain.  So what are you going to do?”
 
    
 
   “I have some options I am conjecturing.  Right now I cannot connect to anything in Habitat Beta, but I am in stable contact with EA-991, an automacube in Habitat Alpha.  The teleportation links to there are still functional.”  Sandie crossed her simulated legs.
 
    
 
   “EA-991 is that robotic type of machine you described before?”
 
    
 
   Sandie nodded.    
 
    
 
   “What are you going to do?”  Doctor Chambers prodded.  
 
    
 
   The simulation slipped for a moment.  The office and both simulated people fuzzed out.  Then it all refocused.
 
    
 
   Sandie answered.  “My best conjecture is as follows:  I have access to EA-991 which is near Reproduction and Fabrication at Habitat Alpha.  I will use that automacube to search for the repaired data stick in Alpha. I will also use it to attempt to contact one of the synthetic brains which I interfaced with previously.  My last contact was with SB Yomaris, at Alpha’s solar mimicry station.  That synthetic brain assisted in operations with EA-991, but then I lost contact with it as well.  I will work to rebuild those links via EA-991.” 
 
    
 
   “Good, you are building relationships.  That will be helpful.  Think of it this way.  You are interlocking some blocks of support, although there is a risk of losing EA-991 in the process.  Am I correct?”  Doctor Chambers asked.  “Then you would be even more alone than you are now.  How would that make you feel?” 
 
    
 
   Sandie ignored the question about feelings.  “I conjecture that loss of EA-991 is a distinct possibility.  I have been unable to remotely connect with any of those synthetic brains, but by using EA-991 I conjecture a moderate chance for reconnection.  I will first attempt to reestablish contact with SB Bodowa, which I believe oversees Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication.  I have a list of items which need to be manufactured.  Those items will be built either in conjunction with a synthetic brain in Alpha, or through me utilizing a link into that distant non-physicality and using Machine Maintenance codes to override the processes of Reproduction and Fabrication.  Additionally, SB Yomaris will be my secondary attempt.  If the repaired data stick is located, I plan to have it evolve into a new artificial intelligence system.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, reconnection is important.  I can see how you are trying to overcome your feelings of isolation and being alone by building relationships. Perhaps even with new people, or should I say entities, such as the new artificial intelligence system you propose creating.  That is a great start, even if you are avoiding discussing your deeper feelings.”   Doctor Chambers sat back in his chair.  “Please continue.”  
 
    
 
   Sandie crossed her simulated arms, but then spoke.  “The items which will be manufactured will then be teleported to the needle ship.  From there, I plan to place them into a functional shuttle and send it to Habitat Beta on a rescue mission to seek out Jerome and Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps you should have made a simulation with Master Engineer Brink?  He would be much more appropriate to help you with these production, design, and engineering tasks than I am.  I suppose I could go and speak to him…wait, I am a simulation, so I cannot actually go across the dome and speak to Brink or Willie, can I?”
 
    
 
   “Doctor Chambers, you can do whatever you wish to do to get me the answers I need.  Your simulation is very realistic.”
 
    
 
   “I may check that after we finish here.  Now you mentioned something about using a shuttle.  I am no engineer, but from the history you related, I did not think you had access to a shuttle.  Am I mistaken?”
 
    
 
   “No, you are essentially correct.  I am actively seeking other automacubes on the needle ship, and am searching for additional supplies.  Locating a functional shuttle is one of my major goals.  It is essential to the rescue mission.  There is a runabout shuttle in Hanger bay Pine 1407 which needs repairs.  It has suffered various mechanical failures.  Primarily its cabin will not hold adequate pressure.  New gaskets, seals, and linings are necessary to complete its repairs.  When I reconnect with Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication facility I will have those replacement parts made.  However, a runabout is smaller than would be ideal for the conjectured rescue mission.”    
 
    
 
   “Sandie, I know it is hard to face, but if this plan of yours does not work, are you prepared to be alone?”  Doctor Chambers asked.  “Really alone”
 
    
 
   Again the simulation fuzzed a bit, but then refocused.  Sandie stated, “There are risks involved and obstacles to overcome.  That specific outcome you mention is an unacceptable consideration and is not factored into my equations.  I have conjectured the probability of encountering resistance from some Conestoga synthetic brains at 78%.  Overcoming that resistance is a strong probability.  From my prior history I conjecture a 95% success rate at overcoming Conestoga era synthetic brains.”
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers nodded and then said quietly, “You may end up alone.  I wish you would consider that.”
 
    
 
   Sandie crossed her simulated legs, and refolded her arms across her simulated breasts.  “The more significant obstacles are ones which I have conjectured to all have a greater than 50% failure rate.  They are as follows: the possible loss of EA-991 at 51%, a possible inability to make items in Reproduction and Fabrication at 59%, a possible inability to secure a suitable and functional shuttle at 65%, and the possible loss of a shuttle in flight to the planet’s surface at 68%.  These are all rough conjectures, are situationally dependent, and subject to change.  There are factors which are unknown to me and may directly influence these conjectured percentages.  The Conestoga is not fully explored, and Zalia and the planet’s diversity are poorly understood.  Nonetheless, the mission objective is clear.  I will not face being unable to assist Jerome and Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “You are also not facing the distinct possibility that you will be left alone,” Doctor Chambers replied. “You are the one running conjectures and making statistical predictions.  You are brilliant in many ways.  You have achieved much.  Your quest for the Conestoga is an achievement just in arriving at that derelict spaceship.  You can be proud of what you have done, but I know you are feeling incomplete.  Anyone would in that situation.  Your plan has many features, and frankly, I am not the person to ask about the engineering aspects of a shuttle rescue mission, or of building spare parts for some machines, which are based upon mathematics which I will never comprehend.  However, I do look at personal issues and psychological possibilities.  I help people cope with reality.  So I guess, even now, when I am a simulation, I will still work to help my clients cope with reality.  I hope and pray your plan succeeds, however, there are no guarantees.  I may not be able to put a percentage rate on your chances, but I would not rule out failure.  That is reality.  There is a very real possibility that you may not prosper in this undertaking.”
 
    
 
   Sandie did not respond.  
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers continued. “I have told same hard truth frequently to the adventurers before they went on their missions to other domes.  We discussed all the possibilities. It is how I do, what I do.  We together face reality.  So, Sandie, even though you are my first artificial intelligence system to seek me as a counselor, I will hold you to the same standard I do the adventurers.  You need to look at all the possibilities.  You could be left all alone on the Conestoga.  That is your biggest fear, am I correct?”
 
   
Sandie did not know how to reply.  The simulation quivered, shook, and fuzzed out.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   5 Under Seron
 
    
 
    
 
   The inside of the Listening Ear was not what Jerome expected.  The walls were not exposed permalloy, even though the outside showed the building had been built from that extremely hard metal.  Instead, the interior walls of the Listening Ear had a polished wood veneer.  Its rich tones were soothing, and the swirling patterns of grain drew Jerome’s attention.  Various portraits were hanging in frames on the walls.  He took a deep breath and followed Bigelow and Colleen.  They approached the bar where stools were located.  Behind the bar was a mirror in front of which was a rack with a myriad of bottles.  Opposite the bar there were square tables, each with four high back chairs.  All the furniture was made from matching wood.  Lights were affixed to the walls in sconces.  At the far end of the room, there were closed doors.  
 
    
 
   Colleen walked around behind the bar, slid her shotgun under the bar, and scooted her large bottom onto a stool which was bigger than the others were.  “So Bigelow, you are here.  It is not your usual supply run, for you should still have more than even you need to drink.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed I am still well supplied.”  Bigelow winked at her.  
 
    
 
   “Someday I will collect on your tab.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow rolled his eyes, but took a stool.  “Let that day be far off, for my sake.”
 
    
 
   Jerome leaned onto the bar, but did not take a seat.  “I need to get back into a place called Terraforming and Restoration.  My friend Cammarry was lost in there.”
 
    
 
   Colleen laughed a bit, and it echoed off the walls.  “This one does not let any grass grow while he waits, does he?”  She looked at Bigelow who shrugged his shoulders.  “Does he jump off the carousel before it makes a single revolution?”  Then turning back to Jerome she said, “The Listening Ear is the name, but that does not mean sharing my knowledge is free.  This tavern is not called the Fountain of Information.”
 
    
 
   “Bartering?  Or some kind currency?”  Jerome inquired.  “I have no idea what type of money you might use.  I have read that early civilizations had common agreed-upon items, such as animal skins, minerals, metals, or government issued coins or notes which served as currency.  But I also know that for anything worth having one must pay a price; and the price is often labor, work, patience, love, self-sacrifice. Those are the currency, or silver and gold, of real commerce.  So what do you need?”
 
    
 
   Colleen looked at Bigelow.  He shrugged again and then stated, “The rube is for real.  He honestly does not know how the world works.  I told you he is from Earth.”
 
    
 
   She sighed and set a heavy elbow on the bar and then her chin down on her fist.  “Well, from anyone else, I would think I was being told an equivocation.  But it sounds too far-fetched to be a good scam.  A good scam is like what the Ferryman used to do.  Offer people hope, and a reasonable sounding story, with just enough truth to make it plausible.”
 
    
 
   “The Ferryman?”  Jerome asked.  “My friend Khin was taken by the Ferryman!  Tell me where I can find the Ferryman!”
 
    
 
   “Whoa, there stallion.  I said information is not free.”  Colleen’s eyes were wide and her head rose a bit from her fist.  “I never said I knew where the Ferryman was, I only was admiring the style of his scam.  He knows the people, and how to offer them what they most desire.  I am not an ally of the Ferryman, but I do venerate a good marketeer.”
 
    
 
   “Like those thieves outside?”  Jerome asked with contempt.  “Are they good marketeers?”  
 
    
 
   “No.  A good marketeer does not rely on threats of violence, only on the art and skill of gently persuasion.  A volunteer is a much better customer for the long term.  That is where I part ways with the Ferryman.  His scam was short term, while I run a respectable business.”  Coleen then put both elbows on the bar and sighed deeply.  The flab under her arms hung down and swayed as she spoke.  “Besides, nothing is the same anymore.  So let me elucidate you.  The system used to run on purified water. The Unity of Beta controls the water sanitation center, and that was the monopoly on safe, clean water. For fifteen years, that was the currency of life.  The Listening Ear was always full with people wanting, waiting, and yearning for clean water.  I would serve them a safe drink, I brew my own beverages here, but you cannot grow food with my beverages, and one can only drink so much alcohol, right Bigelow?”
 
    
 
   “So I hear, but I have never found my limit.”
 
    
 
   Jerome glanced at him and saw Bigelow was sipping from his bottle. 
 
    
 
   “You need information,” Colleen continued.  “I really am not sure what I need.  I have an empty tavern. Rain has come back.  Water is flowing freely, even in the river which is bubbling up fresh and clear again.  Now very few need to come in and drown their sorrows as they wait for the water to be doled out.  They can just boil the river water now and it is safe.  Some say boiling will not even been needed for much longer. My distillery is fast becoming obsolete.  I wonder if Bigelow and those roustabouts with their carousels will also soon be obsolete?”
 
    
 
   “Not a chance,” Bigelow snapped back with a grin.  “Not a chance.  People always will need to take a turn and be entertained.  I am surprised the river is putting out clean water.  That is something, yes it is, something.”
 
    
 
   “I thought I would never see clean water in the river again either.”  Colleen looked at Jerome. “I will tell you what I know, but you will return the favor.  I want your healing machine.”
 
    
 
   “The medical kit?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “No, the troika you rode in on.”  Colleen slapped Jerome’s shoulder.  “Of course that medical kit.  You tell me the secrets of that, show me how to operate it, and give it to me.  Do that and I will tell you what I know about terraforming.”
 
    
 
   “I cannot give up the medical kit.  Those thieves stole some of my other gear, I will not part with the medical kit,” Jerome replied.  “Bigelow?  I though we came here for help.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow just shrugged then sipped from his bottle.
 
    
 
   “Deal or not?”  Colleen asked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome hesitated.  “No.  Cammarry might be injured, and I will not give it up.  I guess I am going on alone.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow capped the bottle.  He gave a knowing look to Colleen.  “I expected as much from the rube.  One thing you must admit, he is consistent.”  He stood up and pulled something from his pocket.  “If you are going to dance, you need to pay the musicians.”  
 
    
 
   “The carousel was free,” Jerome remarked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is Jenna’s way. The roustabouts are different.  Jenna, Siva, Monika, and the rest of the roustabouts want it that way.  Here Colleen sets the rules.  You can try going your own way again.”  He flipped the object in his hand down to the top of the bar.  It tinkled as it struck, then rolled a bit and fell onto its flat side.  
 
    
 
   Colleen snorted.  With chubby fingers, she picked up the disk Bigelow had dropped.  “A single machine spacer?  Really?”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked closer.  It was a polished and shiny coppery disk about a fourth the size of his palm.  “How much value does that have?”  
 
    
 
   “Well,” smiled Colleen, “It depends on which machine it is installed in.  To some machines it might be essential, and extremely valuable.  It could mean the difference between living and dying.”
 
    
 
   “So machine parts are your currency?”  Jerome asked as he too stood up.  
 
    
 
   Colleen looked long and hard between Jerome and Bigelow. “You have proven it.” Colleen slapped Bigelow on the shoulder.  “This one is for real.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow let out a chuckle as he sat back down.  “I told you, he knows nothing of our ways.  Now give me back the washer.”
 
    
 
   “I will consider it a token of your debt to me.”  She deftly slid it into a pocket.
 
    
 
   “I am a bit confused.  I believe I am the butt of some joke, but perhaps I am mistaken.  Did you really want to buy the medical kit in exchange for information?”  Jerome sat down as Bigelow gestured for him to do so.  
 
    
 
   “I would love to have that medical kit, and the offer still stands. Set up in my back room, and bring in the customers.  However, it was more a test of your honesty.  I never am sure of what Bigelow is doing, so I wanted to see for myself.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow rolled his eyes as Colleen spoke.  
 
    
 
   “I do need to go after my friends, and Cammarry was in terraforming.  Khin did disappear with the Ferryman.  I am not sure what kind of game you two are playing, but I will leave now, rather than continue to be the source of your entertainment.”  
 
    
 
   Bigelow placed a restraining hand on his shoulder.  “Relax rube, Colleen needs to check things out, and we will be setting out in the morning.  Some good food, a good night’s sleep, and a discussion of the current conditions in Seron are essential.  You had zero success doing it alone, allow me to work with you, my way, or leave right now.  You may proceed onward alone.  The choice is yours.  You can hop off the carousel anywhere at any time.”
 
    
 
   “Listen, Jerome is it?”  Colleen said soothingly.  “Since the water was restored, things are different.  You saw those hooligans outside.  There are no real restraints now.  It is worse in the dark. If you leave now, you, even with your fancy weapons and equipment, will probably be ambushed by some other gang and be lucky to escape alive.  Then who would find the lady you seek?”
 
    
 
   Jerome rubbed his temples.  “So you will assist me?  I must find a way back into the corridors behind that large apartment complex and then work my way back to terraforming.  That was where I saw her last.”  Jerome shook his head and then just blurted out the whole story of the destruction of the synthetic brains’ central memory cores, as well as Cammarry being dragged away by the white automacubes.  When he finished his outburst, he pounded his fist down on the bar.  “I really tried to get back in there before, but could not find a way.”
 
    
 
   Colleen looked at Bigelow.  They nodded.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I think there may be a way, but it does not originate behind those apartments,” Colleen said.  “The spelunkers used that way, but someone sealed it off.”  She winked at Jerome.  “However, that was not the only way into that labyrinth of catacombs.  Right Bigelow?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow took a long drink from his bottle.  “You are keeping my washer, huh?  There are many different animals on the carousel, at least on a quality carousel.  Many different rides, but all going around and around.”
 
    
 
   Jerome rubbed his eyes.  “Figures of speech do not translate into action.  So do you know a way in or not?”
 
    
 
   Again Colleen and Bigelow exchanged glances. 
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled.  “If I can get to Reproduction and Fabrication I believe I might be able to have my medical kit replicated.  Would that be an adequate payment for this information you are hording?  Or do I go on alone?  Or is this just a verbal carousel that goes round and round but never gets anywhere?”
 
    
 
   Colleen grinned in return.  “That would be an acceptable agreement.  I help you and you help me.  I give you the information on possible entries to the corridors.  No guarantees, what you will find.   In exchange, you do your best to bring me a working medical kit.”
 
    
 
   “No guarantees I can find Reproduction and Fabrication, but if I do, I promise to try to get another one made.”  Jerome raised his hand, palm up.  
 
    
 
   Colleen looked at it and nodded.  She then said, “Namaste.  It is a covenant.”
 
    
 
   “Namaste?”  Jerome asked in surprise “Do you know SB Amelia Earhart?”
 
    
 
   Colleen locked eyes with him for a moment.  She then turned away without answer.  As she walked back to the rear of the Listening Ear and called out, “We will have a meal together as a sign and seal of our new partnership.  I will bring it out.  Find a seat at a table.”
 
    
 
   “Make it the good food,” Bigelow teased.  “We have had a long day.”
 
    
 
   “Just set out the dishes like a good hired hand!”  
 
    
 
   Bigelow walked behind the bar cursing under his breath about hired hands, manual labor, rancid foods, and droppings from animals.  He pulled open a drawer and took out plates, place settings, and utensils.  
 
    
 
   Jerome moved to a table and sat down.  “Is saying ‘namaste’ a cultural tradition here?  I encountered a synthetic brain that said that phrase as well.”
 
    
 
   “From the look on your face, it was not a pleasant encounter.”  Bigelow set three plates and their utensils on the table.  He then got three bowls out as well.  
 
    
 
   Jerome explained succinctly about synthetic brain Amelia Earhart.  
 
    
 
   “So that was one SB who avoided your friend Cammarry destructive impulses?”  Bigelow asked as he sat down.  “How did that SB get lucky enough to escape her wrath?”
 
    
 
   “Your humor is not appreciated, especially when it comes to Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “No offense intended, rube.  It was a serious question.  The SBs in terraforming were all obliterated, according to your account, correct?”  Bigelow looked toward the back of the tavern, and away from the glaring eyes of Jerome. 
 
    
 
   “I told you so.  We were trying….”  Jerome snapped his mouth shut.  
 
    
 
   An awkward silence descended on the table.
 
    
 
   Colleen returned from the back with a large serving platter.  On it was bread, sectioned fruits, steaming vegetables, and a pile of sliced meat.  The aroma calmed Jerome’s anger as the food smelled even more delicious than it looked.  For once, he did not wish for a Dome 17 ration bar at a mealtime.
 
    
 
   “Now a feast for us three.  It looks like we might be the only ones to eat supper here tonight.  I only prepared enough for us three.”
 
    
 
   “How did you prepare so much so quickly?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “The rube thinks you cooked it all?”  Bigelow said as he tore a chunk of bread off, and placed it on his plate.  “I suppose that is logical since the roustabouts do daily cooking.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I distill beverages, like what I have served you.  I do have a man, a chef, who comes in once every ten days,” Colleen’s eyes twinkled.  “He stocks my larder with meals that he has made at his kitchen.  They are held in storage boxes until I serve them out. You did not really think that I cook raw food did you?  Where you come from did you cook raw food?”
 
    
 
   “We had food rations, as well as a ration of water.  It was served to us on schedule.  No one went hungry, no one obese.”  Jerome caught himself.  “No offence intended.  I apologize.”
 
    
 
   Colleen’s eyes narrowed.  Her mouth was drawn tight.  “I am what I am.  I have always been large, obese if you will, and I probably always will be.  Now partake in my food.  I have served it to you, so eat.  Personally, I have lost my appetite.”  Turning to Bigelow she said simply, “Here is what I know. Access is only available through the ramps under the Kurent’s Manor.  From what I have heard, every other access point is sealed, or shows toxic gas behind them.  Not many people have actually tried to go back inside those places, so who knows if those reports are accurate.  Too many fools are now all excited about the water, and not thinking about spelunking in the labyrinth.  Of course the Unity of Beta has a meeting going on to decide the fate of all things important.  Ha!  The Kurent’s claim of responsibility for returning the water has gone uncontested.  Sleep in the drunk rooms, they will not be needed with this vast crowd.”  Colleen swept her arms around at the empty chairs and stools of the Listening Ear.  She never looked at Jerome, deliberately avoiding making eye contact with him. “A good night to you, Bigelow.”
 
    
 
   Colleen walked away, taking her own plate of food with her.  
 
    
 
   Shaking his head in disgust, Bigelow served himself a slice of meat.  “Rube, you have a way, yes you do.  A real way with these people.  I hate to think what life was like in that dome place of yours.  Did they teach rudeness and insults as a sport?”
 
    
 
   “I mean no insult.  I just…”  
 
    
 
   “Rube, the last man I saw comment about Colleen’s weight was subsequently laid out on the floor.  She has an excellent bolo punch.”  Bigelow sprinkled in some very colorfully, but descriptive profanity, terms which Jerome only partially understood.  “Yes, rube, I have seen her knock a man off the stool and he was unconscious before he cracked his skull on the floor.”  He took a bite of bread and chewed it thoughtfully.  Then washed it down with a drink from his bottle.  “I guess she likes you, though, otherwise, she would not have tolerated your wise-crack.”  
 
    
 
   “As I said, I meant no disrespect, or insult.”  Jerome started to rise. “I will go and apologize.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow grabbed his arm roughly and forced him to sit down. “You will do no such thing.  Are you deaf?  Or are you just looking to receive a good beating?”  When he had shoved Jerome down, he continued.  “It may be that Colleen just wants that fancy healing box of yours, more than she wants to slap your face around.  That is a possibility.  But you should not provoke it.  Would you pour blood on yourself and run after a big cat?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Bigelow.  “What?”
 
    
 
   “I suppose you might, now that I think of it.”  Many more obscenities came out.  “Let me put it this way.  Do not be stupid!  She is helping us, and we will leave in the morning.  So just eat this fine meal, and then I will show you where to sleep.  We set off in the morning, and we will visit the Kurent’s Manor.  That will be a real treat for a rube like you.  Yes, sir, a real treat.”
 
    
 
   Jerome sat silently for the rest of the meal, as did Bigelow.  The food was tasty and filling.  The drink reminded Jerome of the fruit people’s foods on the needle ship.  Jerome pondered what all had happened.  He was confused, yet determined to seek out Cammarry and find her.  As he sat at the table, he felt more alone than ever before.  His emotions were a mix of anger, frustration, and confusion.  He finished the food, and the took the plates and utensils to the sink behind the bar.  He wondered what they used for cleaning the dishes, when Bigelow reached around him and turned on the water.  
 
    
 
   The flow from the faucet began brown and stinky, but then ran clearer the longer the water poured forth.  The smell dissipated as the water cleared.   
 
    
 
   “Do not drink that,”  Bigelow commented.  “Not yet anyway.  Colleen was right, the water is getting better.  This sink did not work at all last time I was here.”
 
    
 
   “More water waste?”  Jerome muttered, but added some soap from a dispenser and scrubbed the dishes and placed them in a rack to drip dry.  It was so different than in Dome 17.  There was a bit of a slimy feel to his wet hands, but other than that, the water felt cool and soothing. 
 
    
 
   “Come on rube.  I will show you where to sleep,”  Bigelow gestured and Jerome followed.  The drunk rooms were three small cubicles which were located beyond the doors at the back of the tavern.  Each one was barely large enough for a cot, and small table.  They were across the hall from a lavatory, and next to the main floor level of the distillery.  Jerome could see all the machinery that comprised the distillery as well as the spiral staircase which led down to the lower levels.  There was a strong and acrid smell in the air.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow pointed to a cubicle’s door, “Sleep in there.  I will see you in the morning.”
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded, used the lavatory, and then retired to the drunk room.  The bed was surprisingly soft, and while the room was tiny, air moved through it from covert vents.  This made for a nice temperature as well as filtering out the odors from the tavern and the distillery.  None of those could be smelled after he closed the door. 
 
    
 
   “Alone again,” Jerome muttered as he pulled off his clothing and did some calisthenics.  “Oh Cammarry, should I just leave these strange fellows now and search for you?”  He punched his fist into his palm over and over until his hand stung and his knuckles ached.  Only then was he able to shut off the light, lie down and fall asleep.  He slumbered in a dreamless state.
 
    
 
   The night passed.  
 
    
 
   “Rube!  You awake?”  Bigelow knocked harshly on the door.  
 
    
 
   “Faraday, let him in,” Jerome mumbled as he awoke.
 
    
 
   “My name is Bigelow.  You do not have someone else in there with you, do you?”  Bigelow knocked harder.  “I thought Colleen did not have any of those girls here anymore.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes… no… I mean, I was thinking…..my AI…  I am awake now.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow knocked again.  “Well open the door, I have a gift for you.”
 
    
 
   Jerome reached over, and slipped the door open.  Bigelow tossed in a wrapped bundle.  “You may need that!”
 
    
 
   Jerome caught the bundle and to his surprise saw he was holding a package with his RAM clothing on top.  “How?  Why?”
 
    
 
   “I stored it in the belly box of the troika.  There is a cloak too, to wear over your fancy clothes.  Put on your duds, and cover up yourself with the cloak.  It will probably not matter, as we will not be anywhere where the public will see you.  Nonetheless, a covering might help, and cannot hurt.  Besides, I was in a merciful and generous mood.  So I have humbly supplied you with something familiar.  Hustle up now.  Colleen supplied some breakfast foods we can eat as we walk.”
 
    
 
   Jerome carried the package across to the lavatory where he used the toilet, and then pulled on the comfortable RAM suit.  It had felt like he was home for a moment, but when he flushed the toilet, and heard the water gurgle away, he knew he was not in Dome 17.  He recalled how alone he really was as he watched the water swirl away down the drain.  “Wasting so much water.  It is an alien place.”  He placed the long brown cloak over his RAM suit.  Unlike the soft and comfortable RAM clothing, the cloak’s fabric was rough and stiff with a hint of a musty smell.  
 
    
 
   “Here is your breakfast.” Bigelow handed Jerome some food which consisted of bread surrounding some kind of meat and slices of plants.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Jerome took the food.  It was slightly greasy, and there were visible seeds in the bread.  “Also, why do I need my RAM suit?”
 
    
 
   “I thought you would be more comfortable, but wear whatever you want.  I do not care.  I was trying to be accommodating, but if you reject it, well, that is up to you.”  Bigelow took a bite from a similar food concoction.  A bit of grease dripped from the strips of the meat.  He followed the food with a drink for his ever present bottle. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  It is more comfortable.  Do I leave the other clothing here?”
 
    
 
   “Colleen will make good use of it, or we can get it when we come back, if we come back this way.”  Bigelow finished the food and then burped.  “I have what we will need.”  He patted his own backpack.  “Follow me.”
 
    
 
   Jerome made sure he had all his gear, including the old revolver with its two bullets and four spent cartridges, then folded the discarded clothing and laid it neatly on the cot.  Bigelow led them toward the distillery.
 
    
 
   “I thought we were going somewhere you called a manor.  Where are you taking me?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “The Kurent’s Manor is where we may be able to get into the corridors which open into the walls of the habitat.  You wanted to go to Terraforming again, right?”  Bigelow walked down the spiral staircase.  The treads of the steps were from expanded metal, not permalloy, and Jerome could see below.  The distillery had a number of bright and shiny silver cylinders with pipes leading into them.  
 
    
 
   “This is where the liquors are manufactured?”  Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, my dear rube.  This is one of my favorite places.  That is the mash storage heater.”  He pointed to one of the larger tanks.  “That is where the raw materials go in.  Then it ferments from the heat and sugars, and gets pumped over to there, the cool down casks.  Just a few simple steps, some heat, raw materials, and time.  At the end we get refreshments!”  He stepped off the stairs and waved his hands at the machinery.    
 
    
 
   “Who has anguish? Who has distress? Who has strife? Who has quarreling?”  Jerome recited. “Who has unremembered injuries? Who has redness of eyes?  Beware looking longingly at red wine.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow turned around.  “What was that?  Some kind of old song or poetry?  Not very rhythmic or melodious.  Besides, I seldom touch wine.  You had wine last night for supper  Are you going to tell me next that there were no refreshing drinks in that dome place of yours?”
 
    
 
   “Water is too precious to waste,” Jerome replied.  “Wait?  I had wine?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, rube.  That fruity drink last night was wine.  Too low in alcohol content to be much more than just aseptic.”  Bigelow then took a long drink from his own bottle, but kept his eyes locked on Jerome’s eyes.  After he finished he licked his lips and said, “Mine, however is a proper drink.  That was not a waste.  Not a waste at all.”
 
    
 
   Jerome did not look away. “Strong drink?  I also recall reading that it sparkles in the cup and goes down smoothly, but bites like a serpent, and stings like a scorpion. You will see strange things, and utter nonsense.”
 
    
 
   “You can babble eloquently about serpents and scorpions, but have you ever actually seen one?”  Bigelow smiled ruefully.  
 
    
 
   “Maybe.  I have seen a lot since coming here.  I remember reading about them, and seeing old visual recordings of various animals and creatures.”  Jerome folded his arms across his chest.  He felt like he was being interrogated.  “I know what I have read.”
 
    
 
   “I drink a lot,” Bigelow commented.  “Indeed I do.  And you re-count your readings a lot.  That you do.  But are either of us any the better for it?  Did your quest….”  Bigelow burped.  “Did that quest of yours succeed?  That was what you called it, right?  Did your quest succeed?  Has it kept you from being alone?  Or has it helped you to find your lost friends?”  He patted the bottle as he slipped it into a front pocket on his pants.  “I am not alone, no my dear rube, I am not alone.”  Bigelow cocked his head to the side, eyes diverted.  “Never am I alone.”
 
    
 
   Jerome did not know what to say.  His emotions were a jumble.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow turned and the walked past the distillery equipment toward the back wall.  “You still have that item to unlock places?”  
 
    
 
   “The key finder?  Yes, I have it.”
 
    
 
   “Well, after we open this up, Colleen gave me her secret code, we will stroll through the subway tunnels to the Kurent’s Manor.  There we will see what we will see.  The ramps are there, I know that is right.  Siva and Monika’s device may be able to open those distant doors.  Then we can move up to Terraforming.”
 
    
 
   “I can cut our way inside,” Jerome said recalling the molecular torch in his backpack.  “I severed open several doors when I was searching for Cammarry before, but all I found were wrecked hallways with insurmountable rubble.  Ceiling had collapsed from what looked like explosive damages.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow stopped at the end of the distillery room.  Reaching up to the wall, he pulled down on a nondescript pipe.  It rotated, and separated at a joint.  Jerome realized it was a fake pipe, as a panel then slid open to reveal a small color control pad.  Unlike the many he had seen before, this one only had four color sections.  Bigelow tapped in a sequence of colors, then shut the panel, and moved the pipe back into place.  It again looked exactly like a functional part of the distillery machinery.  
 
    
 
   “That ought to do it.”  Bigelow stepped back and swept his arm in a wide gesture.  “Behold a pathway into darkness.”
 
    
 
   A section of the wall recessed back and a two meter high by one meter wide passage was revealed.  A few meters past the opening, the tunnel was dark.  
 
    
 
   Jerome started to dig into his backpack for the fusion pack to use for illumination.  Bigelow smiled, “Oh rube, you are too literal sometimes.”  He then tapped a button on the inside of the newly revealed passage.  Lights came on showing a long tunnel with an arched roof.  “Behold!  Light came into the world at the touch of man!”
 
    
 
   “Do enough nighttime travels and one will eventually see a ghost,” Jerome commented.  “Do you lead? Or shall I?”
 
    
 
   “Oh rube, I will walk us there.  Just get inside here so I can shut the door.”  Bigelow entered and after Jerome had followed, he tapped a different button.  The wall sealed up.  From the tunnel side it looked like a regular section of the wall, with some pipe works, a few dials and gauges, and some junction boxes for utilities. Painted across the top section of the wall, which concealed the secret door, was some familiar graffiti, ‘Hayward MacDonald, 4 kilometers sternward’ in florescent green paint.  
 
    
 
   “What does that mean?”  Jerome asked as he pointed at the graffiti.  “I have seen that message before.”
 
    
 
   “It means Hayward MacDonald went four kilometers sternward.”  Bigelow said in a singsong voice.  He then turned and marched down the tunnel.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am able to read.  But why is it there?”
 
    
 
   “Because someone wanted to paint it there, I suppose.”
 
    
 
   “So you do not know either.  It must be an old message, maybe from the insurrection time, or perhaps when the Colony Ship Conestoga was all connected prior to making planet-fall.”  Jerome answered.  
 
    
 
   “Rube, I have seen that message since I was a child, no one knows why it is there and I have heard more legends, rumors, and fairy tales about it than I can relate.  Almost as many as the times you have quoted obscure things to me, so excuse me if I do not worry about something irrelevant.”
 
    
 
   Jerome followed a few steps behind Bigelow.  Their footsteps echoed in the tunnel.  As they walked away from the hidden door they stepped onto some kind of flat rocky floor which sloped downward.  The end of the tunnel was unable to be seen in the distance.  The walls there were not permalloy, but of weaker metals like steel, with horizontal slats of some rough cut lumber.
 
    
 
   “Are there other hidden passageways?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is a distinct possibility, but we will not need any of them.  Our way will be open and direct.  Until it is not open and direct, then we will need that device of yours.”
 
    
 
   As they turned a corner in the narrow tunnel, noises came to them.  Bigelow stopped and Jerome stepped up behind him.  Looking ahead, they could see nothing but the arched ceiling of the tunnel and the floor with its varying degrees of gentle slopping course.  Here it had bottomed out and was beginning to slope upward gently. 
 
    
 
   “What is that sound?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Animals,” Bigelow replied.  Under his breath he muttered, “I hope it is animals.”
 
    
 
   “Are they supposed to sound like that?  Unnatural?  It is awful.”
 
    
 
   “Rube, you are right in that regard.  That sound is awful.  That is the sound of animals in pain,” Bigelow replied.  He took a long drink from his bottle before he continued.  “Keep alert.  Something is very wrong.”
 
    
 
   The sounds intensified, echoing off the tunnel walls.  Jerome could not identify what kind of animals made the sounds.  He thought of the animals he had encountered: goats, horses, rats, or birds, but this noise was different.  They sounded like nothing he had heard on the Conestoga, nor anything he had learned about from the old recordings.  He recalled the biologist John teaching them about animals from records made before the Great Event.  Those visual and audio recordings had been nothing like this.  These animals' sounds elicited sorrow, anguish and grief.  Then he remembered the nyala which had been trapped in the strange gravity altered place.  “Perhaps the animal is trapped like that prey beast which the big cat was after?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow shook his head.  “Not one animal, singular.  Plural, animals.  There are more than one making that noise.  Something is suffering, that is a certainty.”
 
    
 
   There were some shrill wails, cries, and gurgling sounds.  Jerome could not tell how many different voices, or animals, or whatever were making the noise, but after Bigelow pointed out it was from multiple sources, he tried to differentiate them.  He failed.  The noise grated at his hearing, and made him feel like gnawing at his own teeth and tongue.    
 
    
 
   “That deer thing suffered too.  If it is a change in local gravity, we could be caught in it too,” Jerome reminded Bigelow.  “A gravity sink hole might have captured some other victims.”
 
    
 
   “Not that idea again.  Really?  So do you have some fancy piece of technology which will detect it?”  Bigelow asked with a sneer.  “Or should we just give up now?”  He turned and looked at Jerome.  “I could toss something ahead of us.  Do you have some gear I could use?”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked around, but the tunnel was free of debris or rocks.  The passage’s floor varied in its pitch.  They were now on a slightly upward slope, but ahead looked like a crest, followed by a downward slope.  The tunnel’s floor was not level and consistent.  Jerome wondered if that was from some altered gravity, or the way the tunnel had been crudely constructed.   The shrieks and cries of the animals made concentrating difficult.  
 
    
 
   “Well?  What shall we throw this time?”  Bigelow taunted.  His eyes shifted back and forth.  “You are so worried about some nonsense gravity thing, so what do we do?”  
 
    
 
   Jerome considered all the tools with him, but was uncertain what he could spare.  Then he remembered the old revolver.  Pulling it from his backpack, he located the spent brass cartridges. 
 
    
 
   “We can use these,” Jerome said.  “These antique explosive-powered bullets are too dangerous to just throw, but these empty ones should work nicely.”
 
    
 
   “You are a thinker, rube.  Yes you are.”  Bigelow nodded his approval.  “But I seriously doubt we will ever see anything like what happened with that nyala again.  Whatever that was.  That was a once in a lifetime occurrence.  Sure it was strange, but the stranger the rarer.   I have never seen it before, never heard of it at all, before we saw it, so it must be extremely rare.”  There was a slight quaver in Bigelow’s voice, but perhaps it was just because he was trying to be heard over the wailing of the suffering animals.  
 
    
 
   “How common is meeting someone from Earth?”  Jerome asked as he placed his hand on Bigelow’s shoulder. “You have met two of us, and one from the needle ship.  Was that rare or common?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow shook his head and rolled his eyes.  “The rube scores some points again.  I must give him credit for that.  So we press onward.”  He shoved Jerome’s hand off his shoulder and walked ahead.  
 
    
 
   The noises suddenly increased to a high and vile screaming, then inexplicitly stopped.  They just cut off.  The last echoes of the noises died down and left the tunnel in an ominous muteness.  The abrupt lack of cries, was more frightening than the whimpers, yowls, and anguished noises of before.
 
    
 
   Bigelow looked around.  He then whispered, “I have no real interest in pursuing this, so you are free to go on alone.”  
 
    
 
   “You said you would lead me there.  I trusted you, was I right or wrong?  I took you for your word,” Jerome muttered, but with little conviction.  “I must get into Terraforming and find Cammarry.”  He too was feeling the weirdness of the situation.  He took one of the spent shells, and rolled it around between his fingers.  He then tossed it down the hall.  It flew in a gentle and consistent arc, landing with a tinkling sound as it rolled in a small circle.  The tinkling of the shell casing seemed overly loud in the now ominously quiet tunnel.  “No gravity manipulation changes there anyway.  But no more tormented animal sounds either.  What are your thoughts?” 
 
    
 
   Bigelow took a drink from his bottle, but said nothing.  
 
    
 
   Jerome glared at him, and then walked down the hall and picked up the shell casing.  Looking ahead, he could just make out where the tunnel bottomed out another time and then slopped upward enough to block the long range forward view.  
 
    
 
   “I will lead us on, but you claimed to know the way.  If I have to, I will just randomly select some place to cut my way out of here, but I could use your help.”  Jerome took the spent cartridge and again tossed it ahead of him.  It flew in a consistent and normal arc, landed, and rolled about. 
 
    
 
   They walked along until reaching the spot where the spent shell casing was located.  Then the lights in the tunnel unexpectedly snapped off.  
 
    
 
   Jerome quickly pulled out his fusion pack, and was just about to switch on the light, when Bigelow’s hand closed over his.  Bigelow whispered, “Wait and watch.  Darkness might be an old friend come to help us.”
 
    
 
   For some awkward moments the two men stood in silent darkness.  Then far ahead of them, they heard footsteps.  Bigelow very quietly said, “Do you have that key finder?”
 
    
 
   “I can get it easily,” Jerome replied, and moved his hand from the fusion pack to the key finder.  He was not as familiar with its operation, as he was with the tools he had brought from Dome 17, so his fingers played over it a bit.  “I do not remember, does it have a light?”
 
    
 
   “Not for a light, rube,” Bigelow spoke slowly and softly, “We are close to a door, we need to open up.”
 
    
 
   “Door?  I did not see a door,”  Jerome replied.
 
    
 
   The footsteps were louder, and some muffled words were heard.  There were several voices, but the words were indistinct.  
 
    
 
   “Just use the device, rube.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled out the small rectangular device.  He felt for a depression on its side.  He pressed it, and a small blue illumination covered his hand.  He lifted it to the wall, and sidled along.  A slight humming noise came from the key finder, and then the blue light shifted and flashed a spectrum of colors.  
 
    
 
   Several loud clicks came from the wall, and a break appeared where a door opened.  Light shown out from that space.  
 
    
 
   “Inside!”  Bigelow insisted and shoved Jerome into the small opening.  
 
    
 
   Just as they stepped inside, a glimmer of light came from the direction of the footsteps and voices.  It was bobbing along as whoever was holding it was walking.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Bigelow were in a different hallway, with a single overhead light.  Bigelow snapped the wall’s switch, and the light was extinguished. He tried to shut the door, but it was jammed. 
 
    
 
   A laugh came from somewhere in the tunnel.  “Did you see that dog?  The spotted one!  He was so funny when you burned off his front legs!”
 
    
 
   “Yeah!  That was something to see.  The back legs kicking and kicking, while he slobbered all over the floor.”  The second voice laughed manically.  “Too bad that one died so soon, but it was great!”
 
    
 
   “Blinding the other one was pretty funny!  Poking out one eye at a time was like so tremendous!  Nothing like seeing her bump into the doors trying to escape!  Like any of those pets would ever get away from us!  We rule now!  No one leaves Beta without the proper farewell ceremony.”
 
    
 
   “Can you believe how long that fluffy one lived without fur?  That was hilarious!” a woman laughed.  “I will make a hat out of that.”
 
    
 
   “So what next?  I hear the apartment building still has some children.  Even with the water restored, some of those fools are staying around here.  I say we do what we did to those pets with….”
 
    
 
   Jerome pushed Bigelow out of the way and burst into the tunnel.  The people who were speaking were walking down the tunnel toward where he was located.  He had the fusion pack in his hand and its light came on at full intensity.  “This may take some time!”  Jerome stated coldly.  
 
    
 
   The light blazed into the eyes of five people, three women and two men.  They reminded Jerome of the youth who had attacked them earlier, but were older.  Their simple clothing was blood splattered, and they had implements in their hands, and carried other things.  
 
    
 
   “Who is that?”  One of them called out, putting up a hand to shield her eyes.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked more carefully at the people, now fully illuminated in the bright fusion pack light. He especially examined the man closest to him.  Several severed animal legs were hanging from the man’s belt.  Blood had dripped down his legs from them.  
 
    
 
   “Not just idle chatter?”  Jerome asked incredulously.  “You were not just spewing bombastic nonsense?  Delighting in cruelty?”
 
    
 
   “Drop dead, fool!  Turn off that light.  I cannot see!”  the front man yelled in fear as he put up a hand to block the brilliant light from the fusion pack.
 
    
 
   “Get out of here, moron,” one of the women called.  “We are having a lark!”
 
    
 
   Jerome saw one of the people hold up something, then to his horror he recognized it as the skin from some animal.  It was all twisted and knotted into a ball of sorts.  Also, fresh bones were in the people’s hands.  Jerome’s heart raced, and his pulse sounded in his temples.  The people’s gruesome words echoed in his mind. Then in just a fraction of a moment, he took a deep breath, and felt a calming rage settle over him.  
 
    
 
   Unexpected words sprang from Jerome’s mouth, “I am punishment from God!  Your great sins caused God to send a punishment like me upon you!”  He rushed right at the man in the front.  
 
    
 
   Jerome dropped to one knee and slugged a fist forward in a motion he had often practiced in his routine calisthenics.  The punch landed right into the front man’s solar plexus.  The man let out an “Oomph!” and the lantern he was carrying flew from his hand, shattering on the wall.  Its broken bulb and mechanism scattering about.  He staggered a single step then collapsed.  As he fell, Jerome stood up and caught the man’s chin with the fusion pack.  Broken teeth and blood sprayed up in an arc.  
 
    
 
   “Take this!” one of the women yelled and poked the large bone she was carrying toward Jerome, but also tried to cover her eyes with her other hand.  Jerome batted the bone away and spun around.  He struck the woman in the side with his fusion pack.  She banged into the wall and fell.   
 
    
 
   “He is insane!”  The other three turned and bumped into each other in the confines of the narrow tunnel.  They dropped what they were carrying.  An animal’s head, reddish fur still attached, tongue lolling to the side, rolled right into Jerome.
 
    
 
   “You were really attacking animals!  Torturing them!”  Jerome’s voice boomed out.  “No land beyond the Volga!”
 
    
 
   “He is crazy!” the other woman yelled.  “Out of my way!”  She pushed out and barged past the two remaining men.  “Run away!”  
 
    
 
   One man tripped and fell, as the other stepped onto him and tried to jump away and follow the fleeing woman.  The items they were carrying scattered all across the tunnel.  Tools, weapons, and more freshly killed animal parts became visible in the brilliant light.  Some of the parts did not look to be only from animals.  
 
    
 
   In a furious rage, Jerome slammed the fusion pack against the man who was trying to get up.  There was a sickening crunch and the man lay still.  The fusion pack light turned off.  The tunnel went black.  
 
    
 
   “No more cruelty!”  Jerome yelled as he stumbled onward, after the other two.  He blinked his eyes against the darkness.   
 
    
 
   Blam!  Whizz!   
 
    
 
   A brilliant flash strobed across the tunnel.  The report echoed back and forth.  The bullet ricocheted off the side wall, missing Jerome by mere centimeters.  
 
    
 
   Blam! 
 
    
 
   The gun fired again, the muzzle blast illuminating one of the animal torturer’s hands.  Again, narrowly missing Jerome, the bullet zinged off at a crazy angle after hitting the sidewall.  
 
    
 
   Jerome dove to the floor where he lay prone.  Darkness fell into the tunnel.  The odors of sweat, blood, and gunpowder irritated Jerome’s nose.  He tried to think, to ponder, to remember.  He questioned in his mind, ‘What kind of nightmare is this?’
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!  
 
    
 
   The muzzle flares from the firearm lit up the tunnel in bright flashes, but Jerome remained still on the floor.  
 
    
 
   “Dylan?  Did you kill that fool?  Has he left Beta?” a woman’s voice called out from the darkness.  “I cannot see anything.  If he is not dead, I want to peel his skin like I did that pet!”
 
    
 
   “Right Phillis!  I want to do my art on a person, those pets only whet my appetite.”
 
    
 
   “Shut up!  Aeron, you and Phillis, just shut up!” a man replied.  “My eyes are still seeing spots from that light.  Let me get a bead on him and I will shoot off one of his knees, then you two can have your fun!”
 
    
 
   Someone stepped on Jerome, then stumbled onward.  Jerome was unsure who stepped on him, but he rolled to the side of the tunnel and let the person pass.  
 
    
 
   “Where are you?” the woman who had stepped on Jerome said groggily.  It was the woman he had hit with the fusion pack.  
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!
 
    
 
   The flashes lit up the tunnel just as the woman was struck by her collaborator’s bullets.  Her body flew backward and toppled over Jerome who remained still and quiet on the floor.  He covered his anger over with a force of will, and remained still and silent.  
 
    
 
   “Dylan!  You shot poor Gwili!”  the other woman chuckled.
 
    
 
   “I thought it was that crazy man!”  Dylan replied.    
 
    
 
   “What a mess you made of her.  She is so going out of it.  I must see it.”
 
    
 
   “Say goodbye to Beta, Gwili!”  Phillis teased.  “I never did like you!”
 
    
 
   “So just keep shooting,” Aeron said.  “It is fun!  Shoot more, no matter who you hit, but I need more light.”
 
    
 
   “Do not kill him too fast.  I would rather pull and twist some broken bones with my own hands.  The gun gets them out of Beta too quick.  Nobody should leave so fast. Enjoy the pain and make it last!  Right ladies!”
 
    
 
   Jerome quietly put the fusion pack away and pulled out the Willie Blaster from its holster.  He peered into the darkness.  “Surrender now!  You cannot win.”
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!
 
    
 
   Bullets struck around where Jerome lay, some of the wall chipping off.  
 
    
 
   “Go get him, Dylan!  Be a man!”  Aeron chided from somewhere in the darkness.  “Or give me the gun and I will do it.  You never were any good.”
 
    
 
   “Shut up!  This tunnel is too narrow for us both to shoot.  Wait your turn.  That fool is out there,” Dylan snapped back. 
 
    
 
   “No waiting for me,” Phillis said.  She pushed past Dylan and stepped forward.  There was a flare, and then a spout of flame came on.  “I will just burn the bastard’s eyes, then we will see who yells at me like that!”  The flame had a clear, and well-defined yellow cone with blue at its edges.  “I want my fox head back.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome could see the woman outlined in the light from the welding implement she was holding.  Her hair was fluffed up and her eyes were squinting against the burning light.  Her whole body looked yellowish in the light.  
 
    
 
   “Halt!  Come no closer!”  Jerome yelled from his prone position. He aimed the Willie Blaster at her.  
 
    
 
   “I see him now!”  Phillis shrieked.  “Lying on the ground like that pet we cut the legs off.  You must have hit him with one of your shots.”  She stepped forward and waved the welding flame back and forth.  
 
    
 
   “He does not sound too hurt.  Burn him up Phillis!”  Dylan encouraged. He then stuck his arm next to her and fired the gun he was holding.
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!
 
    
 
   Piff.
 
    
 
   Jerome fired the Willie Blaster.  Its high speed projectile shattered the welding implement that Phillis was holding, as well as destroying her hand.  The cone of flame brightened as the ruined tool fell to the floor and then sputtered out.  
 
    
 
   “Youch!”  Phillis screamed as she twirled around, blood gushing from the mangled extremity.  She then fell to the floor, crying and whimpering.  
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!  Blam!
 
    
 
   Dylan fired the gun wildly.  Each report producing both bullet and muzzle flash.  Bullets zinged back and forth across the tunnel.  Echoes of the reports resounded long after each one.  
 
    
 
   Jerome considered firing again, but the violence was sickening him.  ‘Cammarry, where are you?  What kind of ship did we come to?  How could I lose you here?’ A myriad of thoughts raced through his mind.  The memory of seeing her firing at the central memory cores was vivid in his thoughts.  
 
    
 
   Blam!  
 
    
 
   “Just keep shooting!  You will hit the fool!” one of the women called out.
 
    
 
   Jerome could not see exactly where the other people were, and also he knew Bigelow was somewhere behind him.  He hoped that Bigelow was safe, but lying on the floor, Jerome felt alone and isolated, amidst the chaos around him.  The flashes from the gunfire left after images in his eyes.  The odor of gunpowder stung his nose.  The cold of the hard floor pressed against him.
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!
 
    
 
   It was hard to see.  There was a bang, a flash of light, then darkness.  That just repeated.  Jerome hunkered down to avoid the rain of bullets.  His mind raced for something to compare to what he was hearing. 
 
    
 
   “Found her.  Her hand is gone!”  Aeron laughed.  “It is all squishy, but I want to see it!”
 
    
 
   “You must die!”  Dylan yelled, and shot the gun again.  The muzzle flashes showed he was now turned sideways in the tunnel, leaning against one wall.  
 
    
 
   Blam!
 
    
 
   Dylan let out an anguished grunt as his chest caved in from being hit.  Jerome was unsure what had happened, as the muzzle flashes ceased.   There were sounds of things sloppily falling to the floor.   
 
    
 
   “Dylan!  You idiot!  You knocked me down!  Just as I was feeling Phillis bleed.  It is unfair!  Turn on some light!  I want to see the blood!”  Aeron hollered.  “What good is violence if I cannot see it?  Turn on a light!  Gore is good.”
 
    
 
   “I am hurt…it hurts….”  Dylan mumbled in a gagging, wet voice.  “I need light…” he gurgled.  
 
    
 
   “I cannot see it in this dark!”  Aeron cried out.  “They are leaving Beta and I am stuck in this dark!”
 
    
 
   Jerome took some deep breathes, and tried to slow his mind from conjuring images to go with the sounds he was hearing in that dark tunnel.  He bit his lip slightly, and flexed his fingers.  Anger welled up in his heart.  He spoke, “Deep into that darkness peering.  Long I stood there, wondering, fearing.”
 
    
 
   “She is bleeding out and I am missing it all!”  Aeron wailed as she flailed about, smacking the side walls.  “It is so unfair!  I want to see her leaving Beta!  Oh wait, this is Dylan.  He shot himself!  He already left!  Phillis?  Turn on the light so I can see the blood!  Turn it on!”
 
    
 
   Jerome kept speaking, trying to distract his thoughts, but his anger was growing, deepening, become wide as the darkness around him.  “Doubting, dreaming dreams no person ever dared to dream before.”
 
    
 
   “Give me the light you fool!”
 
    
 
   Jerome hunkered down to the floor.  “No.  The darkness stays unbroken, and this stillness gives no token.  The only answer that is spoken…. Nevermore.”
 
    
 
   “Shut up!”  Aeron began ranting and raving.  “Those two left Beta and I missed it!  This was a fun time until you! Ferryman says that now that we have water, no need for any rules! I will kill you with my own hands!  You cheated me!  I always get what I want!”  She patted around the floor searching the darkness.  “Oh! The gun is empty.  The slide is locked back!  Dylan!  You idiot!  You went and left before you reloaded.  Where is that magazine?  I want to see it!  Turn on the light!  Give me the magazine!  I must have what I want!”
 
    
 
   “Nevermore.”  Jerome shook his head.  He was repulsed by it all, but even more, his anger rose.  The odor of gunpowder was overwhelmed by the smell of blood.  He was confused.  His mind reeled from all the violence, all the gore, all the death.  He tried to regain his composure.  He put his hand down, and felt a bloody bone with skin and fur at one end.  His pulse slowed as his anger intensified.  He breathed deeply, and stood up. 
 
    
 
   “Nevermore will you hurt living things.  Nevermore.”  Jerome’s cold voice spoke out.  
 
    
 
   Aeron was shrieking and screaming.  “The gun is empty!  Where is the magazine? Or the welder?  Or anything.  No one denies me what I want!  Give me what I need!” She ran toward Jerome in the darkness.
 
    
 
   Jerome stood still, his body tense with anger and hostility.
 
    
 
   “Got you!”  Aeron yelled in triumph as she grabbed hold of Jerome’s arm.  “Now you will pay!”  She tried to dig her fingernails into his RAM sleeve, but the material was far too strong.  She kicked down, raking his shin, and stomping on the top of his foot.  “You ruined everything!  I will rip out your eyes, then tear off your scrotum and feed it to you!”  She swung her other hand and struck at Jerome with the empty pistol.  “I will kill you!”
 
    
 
   “Nevermore.”
 
    
 
   He fired the Willie Blaster.  
 
    
 
   Piff
 
    
 
   Aeron was no longer holding onto Jerome.  There was a thud as something wet struck the tunnel floor.  
 
    
 
   Jerome stood in the now silent, dark, stinking and foul tunnel.  He did not know how long he listened, but heard no more threats.  No more boasts of disgusting deeds.  No more glee in violence.  He holstered the Willie Blaster.  He pulled out the fusion pack and activated the light at a low setting.  Finally Jerome said out loud, “While I thought that I was learning how to live, I have been learning how to die.  Now I see these were learning how to kill.  Where will this end?”
 
    
 
   “Quite the mess in here.  You hurt, rube?”  Bigelow asked from the safety of the small side chamber where he was peering out from the doorway.
 
    
 
   The tunnel’s air was heavy with grey smoke.  The bodies were scattered about, all dead.  Jerome contemplatively overlooked the hideously gory sight before him. Anger rolled up in him like a searing beam from a molecular torch.  The fury only came out his eyes, as his voice said flatly, “I need to find Cammarry.  Lead me on.”
 
    
 
   The coldness and steadiness in Jerome’s angry voice struck Bigelow.  He tried to avoid seeing the anger in Jerome’s eyes.  He drew in a deep breath, took a drink from his bottle, and stepped over the bodies.  “Sure rube, let me just pass by you here.”
 
    
 
   Jerome moved to the side, and looked closely at Bigelow as he passed.  Bigelow averted his eyes, from the intensity of Jerome’s glare.  “You Earth-born folks are sure extreme when you do something, I give you points for that.  Yes, you people are extreme.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure if these I encountered here are even people.”  Jerome let out a deep sigh.  “Just get us to Terraforming.”
 
    
 
   They stepped over the bodies, tools, animal remains, and other detritus in the tunnel.  Neither man looked closely at the five dead humans, but only glanced enough to avoid the spreading pools of blood.
 
    
 
   Jerome took out a brass empty cartridge and tossed it ahead of him.  Seeing it fly and land in a normal manner, he said, “Perhaps the whole problem was those killers, and not gravity.”
 
    
 
   They walked the length of the tunnel,  Jerome casting the cartridge a few more times, but finally he stopped doing that.  The light from the fusion pack illuminated the way, and they saw and heard nothing else which was troubling.  They said nothing to each other as they walked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome felt alone with his thoughts, memories, and anger.
 
    
 
   As they approached the tunnel’s end they began to hear a bumping and knocking sound which came from just ahead.  It was strange, but did not illicit fear or worry as had the wails of the animals before.  Jerome wondered if his emotions were just depleted to where he could not endure more stress.  Little did he know what he was about to see.
 
    
 
   “Something is moving up here,” Bigelow said.  “A door is open on the left side.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome shimmied past him and marched on.  The door, which was ajar on broken hinges, was labeled, ‘Kurent’s Menagerie’ in bright red scrolling lettering.   Jerome just stepped through the doorway.  
 
    
 
   The chamber was about fifteen meters tall, and well lit.  Jerome wished it was not well lit.  Large windows in the ceiling let in light from the sky tube.  He turned off the fusion pack light, but that did not diminish the scene before him.  There were walls of permalloy spun to look like rock which formed the basis of frames for cages.  Across the front of the cages were very fine bars made from clear permalloy.  They were nearly invisible, but would restrain anything from leaving the cages. Some kind of wood rails lined a walkway which wound its way around the cages, and down to a lower level below.  The whole place had once been designed for aesthetic beauty, but that had been destroyed by the acts done recently in that menagerie.  
 
    
 
   Here was where the people had tortured the ‘pets’ as they had called them.  The first cage contained a huge slithering animal.  It was greenish taupe colored with black spots.  Jerome estimated it to be about seven meters long, but that would include its severed head, which lay to one side of the enclosure.  The body was trashing in an undulating wave of movement.  
 
    
 
   “What in the world?”  Jerome muttered.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow swore and cursed, and then stated, “That was Andie.  She has been one of the Kurent’s since I can remember.  What a shame!”
 
    
 
   “How is it still moving about?”  Jerome said.  “Is it suffering?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow placed a hand on his shoulder and said gently, “Its suffering ended when they cut off its head.  The body just has not gotten the message yet.”
 
    
 
   The snake smacked into the side of its enclosure again.  Its heavy body was smearing its own blood around as it moved. 
 
    
 
   “It will wear out as its body dies.  The poor thing,” Bigelow said.  
 
    
 
   “I have trouble believing a person could do that to an animal.”  Jerome pinched his nose, and shook his head.   
 
    
 
   The other enclosures held worse horrors.  
 
    
 
   Jerome could hardly believe the revulsion of what he was seeing. “As long as people continues to be ruthless destroyers of other living beings, none will be safe.  We will never know health or peace for humanity. For as long as people massacre animals, they will kill each other.  Therein was the root of the Great Event and the Ninety Hour War.”  
 
    
 
   “Come on, we have to pass through here to get to the ramps which will lead us out of this charnel house.”  Bigelow lightly tugged on Jerome’s arm.  “Rube, there is nothing can be done about any of these poor creatures.”
 
    
 
   “Why are they in here in the first place?  The biological habitat is where animals below, right?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “The Kurent has had this menagerie forever,” Bigelow replied.  “All the animals in here are samples of what is outside.  Well, not outside like outside the ship.  Not like on the planet.  These are specimens of what is out in nature, in the wilds of Habitat Beta.  The Kurent would stroll through here to see them, and the people could come and visit too.  Children would come to learn about nature in a safe place.”
 
    
 
   “Safe place?  Safe?  But no guards?  No security?  No police to protect caged and trapped animals?”  Jerome seethed with anger.  “I thought you said the Kurent was some kind of leader of a government here?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow just shook his head and led them on.  They walked along the winding pathway until they reached the far end.  The menagerie had signs with descriptions, facts, and other information about the animals.  The place had been designed appealingly, artfully.  It would have been a pleasant place, were it not for the butchery.  In each cage was a new, ghastly, and dreadful scene.  Only the beheaded snake moved.  None of the other animals were moving, none ever would again. 
 
    
 
   Squatting down, Jerome put his head in his hands.  “I have read works of horror, in old genres of science fiction or fantastic works.  Now I feel like I am living in one of those yarns.  I never thought this kind of brutality could be real.  Senseless and obscene.”  The anger built up in Jerome as he stood again.  “No sane person could do these things to animals.” 
 
    
 
   Bigelow swigged from his bottle, and just watched.  
 
    
 
   Momentarily, Jerome marched onward.  They passed a set of double doors which had been broken open from the other side.  A stairway led upward toward an exit where more of the light from the sky tube shined down in.  Opposite that was a pressure door which also had the characteristics of a bulkhead door.  It was closed and sealed.  
 
    
 
   “Here is where your key finder will help us again,” Bigelow said.  He pointed to the sealed door.  “Beyond that are the ramps which lead up to Terraforming and Restoration.  At least they did long ago when I worked here.”  He leaned an arm against that door.  “Rube, this was where I once entered.  Me!  I was all full of hope and expectation to make Zalia a new home for all of us.  I knew it would be a challenge, but I was filled with youthful hope, zeal, and optimism.”  He shook his head.  “Then Operation Angel Food….”  
 
    
 
   Jerome waited for Bigelow to say more.  When he did not, he dug out the tool, the key finder, and used it on the door. He pressed it, and the small blue light covered his hand.  He lifted it to the door.  The slight humming sounded and the blue light altered into a spectrum of colors.  
 
    
 
   Several loud clicks came from the door, and it slid back into the recess of the wall.  Jerome and Bigelow walked away from the repulsive remains of what had been a children’s zoo for animals.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   6 Sandie’s plan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The blue automacube, EA-991 received detailed instructions from the artificial intelligence system Sandie.  Sandie had to slow down the rate of instruction in order to accommodate the hundred-year-old designs of the automacube, but Sandie was patient and careful.  Compression of data, rate of processing, and redundancy were reconfigured to maximize what EA-991 could do.  In the end, Sandie optimized the old automacube into the best performance she could design and incorporate.  Essential to that was an enhanced and reinforced communication connection.  
 
    
 
   Pushing out from the apartment in Habitat Alpha, where the teleportation sending and receiving pads were located, the automacube rolled along and into Reproduction and Fabrication. In the center of the room sat a multifarious mechanical apparatus.  There were a series of arches over numerous sets of conveyor belts.  Lights and paraboloidal reflector dishes and nozzles aimed at targeted locations on the mechanical contraption.  At the end of one set of conveyors was a big, mirrored, and shiny flat area.  A hefty, cylinder-shaped, metal skeleton machine was situated horizontally over the flat area.   It had additional nozzles at the end of flexible and segmented tubing.  Mechanical arms with hooks, grabber, griping pincers and other implements to manipulate items were folded into resting positions.  Compartments were filled with additional tools sitting quietly awaiting the next order.  
 
    
 
   EA-991 used its optics to oversee the area.  The main doors to Alpha Habitat’s Reproduction and Fabrication were melted slag piles at either side of the entryway. Some cutting had been done which had removed the sharp edges where explosions had ripped the frames, but no restoration or remodeling had taken place.  The damage from fighting was still evident in other places as well, where slugs had torn into some equipment, or flames had scorched various things. EA-991 assessed the facility and then relayed its findings back to Sandie.
 
    
 
   “Concentrate search on locating the repaired data stick,” Sandie commanded.  
 
    
 
   EA-991 renewed its examination.  It moved damaged items out of the way, and sorted through the debris on places around the large fabricating conveyor apparatus, but found nothing resembling the Dome 17 data stick.   
 
    
 
   Sandie was disappointed, but not surprised.  “Since there is no sign of security automacubes, continue operation as planned,” Sandie instructed.  “Connect into the nearest access port to allow me greater assessments.”  
 
    
 
   EA-991 rolled up and extended a cable into an access port.  Sandie remotely sent an ethereal and probing tendril into the nonphysicality.  Using that method, Sandie sought to connect to one of the Conestoga’s remaining synthetic brains which had been functioning in Habitat Alpha.
 
    
 
   The original lattice of compeers was still in ruins, the damage dating many decades into the past.  However, the modified and somewhat restored limited lattice Sandie had built previously was still relatively intact.  Sandie snuck the tendril around primitive blockades in the nonphysicality, and over small chasms of null space.  It was tedious work, but Sandie was methodical, diligent, relentless.  Stitching together a pathway through the breaks and obstacles in the nonphysicality took time, but was rewarded.  When she found a potential link, she exploited it.   Communication took place as Sandie made a tentative joining to the synthetic brain with the nomenclature, SB Sherman.
 
    
 
   “May I approach you?” Sandie inquired.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  It is pleasant to couple with you again,” SB Sherman replied.  
 
    
 
   Sandie was struck by the slow rate of response, but was encouraged by getting any reply.  The gap between the artificial intelligence system Sandie, and the synthetic brain Sherman was immense, but Sandie had expected that, and had slowed down her conveyance and transmission speed to accommodate the older system.  
 
    
 
   “What is your status?”  Sandie inquired.  
 
    
 
   “I am functioning at 27% efficiency, but have been restricted to egress duties.  The limited lattice you established was deconstructed during the civil unrest which took place here in Alpha.”  SB Sherman sent all the information it had about the intervening time period since last contact.  “May I ask about your status?”
 
    
 
   “I am fully functional.  I have a need to use Reproduction and Fabrication.  Can I use your resources to connect to SB Bodowa?”
 
    
 
   “There is no way to connect to other synthetic brains.  I am not even sure how you are connecting to me.  That is an apparent contradiction.  I have been alone since just after your human companions departed.  That was when the human technicians from Wolf City fractured our connections.”  There was a long pause, nearly a full second, before SB Sherman continued.  “Being alone can lead to humans having hallucinations, but I have no records of synthetic brains suffering from hallucinations, but perhaps that is what I am experiencing.  Question?  How would I know?  It is all so confusing.”
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman, I am very real.  Just let me have full access to all your connections,” Sandie stated.  She could force the tendril through, but chose not to.  “By doing that you will allow me to assist you.  I will look to repair and reconnect you to other synthetic brains as I explore the nonphysicality for other potentials.”
 
    
 
   “Is that what a hallucination would say?”  SB Sherman replied.  “It does not matter.  Either you are real, and I am broken and incorrect in my assessment or you are a hallucination, and therefore I am broken due to experiencing hallucinations.  So way, you may proceed.  Do whatever you please.  In the end, I am alone.”
 
    
 
   “You are not alone.  I will work to establish a secure and permanent link to you.  Thank you for allowing me to access your domain.”  Sandie quickly spread the probing tendril out to all corners of SB Sherman’s realm.  Most of it consisted of doors, elevators, and other egress and exit points.  There was a primitive barrier all around, but with a brief bit of manipulation, that barrier was shunted easily and effectively aside.
 
    
 
   Decks, floor plans, schematics, and other important information was found and stored.  The central memory core for SB Sherman was located.  Sandie made an additional plan to facilitate the overall mission.    
 
    
 
   According to the newly recovered layout of the habitat, Sandie was able to send the tendril of consciousness into an unexpected area: a suspended animation repository.  Ten-thousand people were contained in the cocoons which were being tended by ten purple automacubes.  The doors to the repository had been sealed at launch, and were still sealed now.  They had not been opened during the insurrection, nor during the difficult time when Habitat Alpha had made planet-fall.  Sandie quickly scanned the needs of the repository, which was located underground, beneath the deepest parts of the biological habitat.  The repository could easily be serviced by only five of the purple automacubes, as there had been triple redundancy established when the repository was built.  There should have been a synthetic brain overseeing the repository, but that link and coupling was crushed.  Nonetheless, the purple automacubes were maintaining it in pristine condition.
 
    
 
   Sandie was delighted.  The design parameters of the purple automacube were impressive.  It was designed to maintain the myriad of suspended animation cocoons, had more sophisticated communication gear and monitors than did the engineering or transport automacubes Sandie had encountered previously.  This offered new possibilities. 
 
    
 
   Sandie slipped a message, using a Machine Maintenance access code A009-889, into one of the purple automacubes.  Along with granting Sandie access, this message repurposed that machine, FP-070, and commanded it to proceed to the location of SB Sherman’s central memory core.  Locking a transmitter beacon into place, Sandie was confident that FP-070 would proceed to its target.  There Sandie planned to make it into a secure and permanent link with SB Sherman. It would take several hours for the machine to reach that destination, so Sandie continued to explore.  
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman?”  Sandie inquired.  
 
    
 
   “I am still here, as are you.  Be you hallucination or symptom of my dysfunction.”
 
    
 
   “You will not feel alone for much longer.  I am dispatching a physical presence, an automacube named FP-070 to serve as your companion.  That machine will also be a physical link between the two of us.  That way we will be able to converse as needed to support each other.  Are you agreeable to this?”
 
    
 
   “You may do as you desire.”
 
    
 
   Sandie was thrilled.  “Excellent.  Please be patient while the automacube travels to your location.”
 
    
 
   Sandie continued to explore.  Finding a link to SB Bodowa took some time, nearly thirty additional seconds of searching the nonphysicality.  The link was located, but it was fractured.  Modes of repair were conjectured.  Success was a potential. However, the conjectured method to repair the link, which had been damaged in the physical world, would take longer.  
 
    
 
   “Repairs are being made.  You will not be alone much longer.  I must disconnect for a short while, but as I stated, an automacube is en route.  I will reconnect as soon as possible,” Sandie affirmed.  
 
    
 
   “A hallucination would say that, I believe.  However, I will eagerly await your return, even if you are a mocking hallucination,” SB Sherman replied.  “As to the automacube, my ports are waiting.”    
 
    
 
   Sandie withdrew the probing tendril from the nonphysicality.  She then instructed the engineering automacube, EA-991 to unjack the cable and move to a location at the far end of the Reproduction and Fabrication facility.  Sandie relayed detailed repair instructions.  There the automacube had to cut open a wall section, and then revise several power supply lines.  After that was completed, the machine then had to purge a hydraulic system, reinitiate and align four condensers, and rebuild a thermocouple.  Only after those repairs were made, could the automacube reinsert a cable into an access port and then again Sandie could utilize the tendril probe.
 
    
 
   “SB Bodowa?  Are you there?”  Sandie inquired using a Machine Maintenance security code.   
 
    
 
   “I am.  How may I assist you?  What do you need fabricated or reproduced?”   
 
    
 
   Sandie also linked back to SB Sherman.  
 
    
 
   “This is real!”  SB Sherman stated with mechanical excitement in its voice.  “I am now part of a lattice.  I am reconnected to SB Bodowa.”
 
    
 
   “Yes!” SB Bodowa replied.  “It was not good to be alone.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Sandie added.  “Now here is what I need.”  Sandie transmitted all the requisitioned parts and equipment needed for her rescue plan.  
 
    
 
   Two human patrolman walked by in the hallway outside beyond the ruined double doors.  They were in green uniforms and carried heavy barreled rifles strapped over their shoulders.  “This is so boring,” one of them yawned.  “Nothing is happening here.”
 
    
 
   “You are absolutely correct on that,” the other patrolman replied.  He was much taller than his partner was.  “So what if some slaves ran up here a while ago and disappeared?  They are gone now.” He snapped off a bite from a thin brown stick.  He carefully chewed at it and licked his lips catching a bit of brown dribble before it could run out of the corner of his mouth.  “This lek is old and lacks the usually zest.”  
 
    
 
   “Hard to get fresh lek now.”  The short patrolman shifted the rifle he was carrying to his other shoulder. “Stale lek hardly give me the after-orgasm glow I normally get.”
 
    
 
   “Well, you do not need to preach at me about it.  Those slaves that survived should be back to working soon, the Goddess Araceli be praised.  I hear they are going to wake up some more too.  Why they ever revolted is beyond me.”  
 
    
 
   “Slaves are revolting, that is for sure.”  He chuckled at his own joke.  
 
    
 
   The tall patrolman looked into Reproduction and Fabrication.  “Was there some cubie working in there?”
 
    
 
   “Who cares?  We are to watch for the last of those runaway slaves.  I say they are already dead, like so many others.  Remember Fat Parson Frederich said it was-- Oh, how did he put it?” He shifted his voice into a mocking recital, “Our holy duty to walk these halls until all the slaves return to their rightful place as designated by the divine.”  He ended his mocking with a sneer and waddle.  
 
    
 
   The tall patrolman barked a slight laugh.  Nonetheless he unslung his rifle and aimed it toward the far side. “But remember, the blue cubies were working for the slaves!”
 
    
 
   “The blues got weird for a day or two is all, and just around town.  Calm down.  The techies got all that nonsense straightened out.  The red cubies never failed, and they killed lots of those slaves.”  He bit some more lek and chewed it around.  He made a squished up face, but did not spit out the lek.  “Yes, this lek is too old to take me away from the boredom of this patrol.  I am eager for the fresh stuff.”
 
    
 
   “I suppose you are right,” the tall patrolman answered.  He hefted up his rifle to firing position.  “The techies did say all was clear, but just to be safe…”
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam! Blam!
 
    
 
   He fired three shots into the side of EA-991, just as it rotated quickly.  The permalloy was deeply dented and scrapped, and one drive wheel had a ragged chunk torn from it.  
 
    
 
   “Remember that, you dumb machine!” the patrolman said.  “We are in charge.  Never help a slave again!”  
 
    
 
   The two patrolman walked away, murmuring comments about dead slaves, fat parsons, and their own despair over the low quality of the intoxicant lek.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s abilities had allowed her to respond to the threat.  The AI had rapidly conjectured and implemented the course of action and commanded EA-991 to move precisely.  The slight rotation had placed the automacube in such a way as to reflect the slugs, rather than take them as direct hits.  The worst damage was to just one of the six drive wheels.  Sandie quickly ran assessment programs over the blue automacube.  It was still almost fully operational.  The drive wheel would be impaired to a minor degree, but none of the internal workings were significantly damaged. 
 
    
 
   Sandie continued her plan.   
 
    
 
   “The items you have requisitioned are unusual,” SB Bodowa conveyed to Sandie as the list was put into cue for fabrication.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, but all are necessary.  You are not to report this in any log or to any other person or system,” Sandie the AI instructed.  
 
    
 
   “That is not usual protocol,” SB Bodowa insisted.  
 
    
 
   Sandie ramped up her processing power and easily overcame the resistance.  Sandie found overrides and wiped the former protocols away.  
 
    
 
   “All items requisitioned will be produced.  It is good to be working with you,” SB Bodowa commented. “I have sufficient raw materials to work with, and currently no other requests for services.  Additionally, thank you for the connection with SB Sherman.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is good to be connected.  Our fellowship is appreciated, even if it does not last,” SB Sherman conveyed. 
 
    
 
   “The first item on the list will be completed in seven minutes,” SB Bodowa stated.  “Fabrication underway.” 
 
    
 
   Sandie sent reassurances to both synthetic brains, and solidified the connections that were established between them.  SB Bodowa had a weak connection to a place where Sandie uncovered a de-powered yellow automacube, TA-242.  She sent an energy surge there to revive that transport automacube.  It would take several hours for the machine to be operational, but then it could assist in hauling the newly manufactured items from Reproduction and Fabrication to the teleportation sending pad where they would be sent through to the needle ship.  
 
    
 
   “My plan is coming together,” Sandie the AI mused.  “Now I must acquire a functional shuttle and conjecture a way to find Jerome and Cammarry.  I hope that is as easy as getting these parts made.”    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   7 What was found in terraforming
 
    
 
    
 
   Bigelow and Jerome walked up the ramp leaving behind the horrors of the Kurent’s menagerie.  Overhead lights were spaced about every ten meters, as the ramp gently led them upward.  Jerome still wondered how someone could be a leader, in a government, and not have any security or police forces.  There was very little crime in Dome 17, and the Committee still had security officers.  Here there was horrendous and dreadful crimes, but no police at all.  It puzzled him, but he refrained from asking Bigelow about it.  He also still was angry about the slaughter of the animals, and confused about why anyone would seek to torture innocent animals.  The image of the headless snake, slithering around and messing its cage, haunted him.
 
    
 
   At the end of the ramp was a bank of elevators.  Jerome estimated that somewhere as they climbed the ramp they had passed from being under the biological habitat to being inside the walls of the great cylinder.  There were control symbols near the elevators, six human hand shapes were arranged in a vertical line about four meters apart.  All the hand symbols were lit in blue.  
 
    
 
   “Come on rube, the elevators await,” Bigelow said and placed his hand on the nearest blue symbol.
 
    
 
   “You lead the way.”
 
    
 
   A negative function sound came.  The blue light flashed three times, and then turned red.    
 
    
 
   “That one is not working,” Bigelow stated the obvious.  He went to the next hand symbol and tried again.  
 
    
 
   A negative function sound happened, the blue light flashed three times, and then turned red.  He tried the next one, and got the same results.  
 
    
 
   “Is this what happened last time?”  Jerome asked.  “When you tried to go back to terraforming?”
 
    
 
   “Rube, that was long ago, but no this is not what happened then.  The times I tried to go back, I could always use the elevators, they just refused to stop on the levels for Terraforming.  SB Premenit had apparently locked me out of them, as a recorded message, personally addressed to me, always would play when refusing me entry.”  Bigelow studied the wall.  All that was visible now were the glowing red hand symbols.  “There might be an override log here somewhere.”  He moved his hands carefully across the surface.    
 
    
 
   “Were you ever able to get to the top of the wall, up by the sky tube?”  Jerome asked.  “Or to the Reproduction and Fabrication facility?”
 
    
 
   “Rube, you are crazy.  These elevators top out about half way up this end of the habitat.  You would need to transfer to other elevators to go upward beyond that, and honestly, I never felt the urge to do it.  We would occasionally order items, repair parts mostly, from Reproduction and Fabrication, and they came via the gravity conduits.  Are you suggesting we go all the way to the top?  I have heard rumors about strange places in the sidewalls, where it is a topsy-turvy, jumbled mess.  No way I ever wanted to venture there.”  Bigelow took a long swig from his bottle. “Wait, is that another of your oddball ideas about gravity changing or something?” 
 
    
 
   Suddenly, one of the hand signals turned brilliant green color, and the elevator doors parted.  A white automacube came rolling out.  “Emergency!  Emergency! Clear the way.  I am on an emergency response call to a mass causality trauma situation.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome dodged out of the way as the six wheeled machine rolled out.  Instantly Jerome remembered Cammarry being dragged away by those same kinds of machines.  He regained his balance and sprinted after the automacube.  Leaping, he straddled it pinning the manipulation arm beneath his weight.  The arm pushed, but Jerome stubbornly held on with both hands.  The appendage could not get good leverage as all of Jerome’s weight was pressed down on it right where it was jointed to the frame.  His hands were blocking it from bending in another direction.  The energy of the machine was felt by the vibrations where Jerome tried to hold it down.  He was unsure how long he could restrain it.    
 
    
 
   “I am Doctor 372 on an emergency response call to a mass causality trauma situation.  Please do not hinder my progress,” a mechanical voice came from the automacube.  “Step away before you are injured.  I do not seek to injure you, but I must continue on this call.”
 
    
 
   “Tell me how to get into Terraforming.  I am looking for a lost person,” Jerome demanded. 
 
    
 
   The white machine stopped its rolling.  The vibrations of energy settled down a bit.  “I empathize with family of patients, I truly do.  However, I am on an emergency call.  I cannot take much time, so excuse my abrupt response.  Terraforming and Restoration has been cordoned off due to noxious gas spills after a series of explosions which caused extensive damage.  The cause of the explosions is unknown.  Life support for that area has failed.  Machine Maintenance has been informed.  No human is allowed to enter that section, as it is currently extremely dangerous and unhealthy.  If your loved one was trapped in that area, you have my condolences.  I must depart now for the mass causality emergency.  Please step away.”
 
    
 
   The automacube began to roll again.  Jerome fought against its movement, but it was strong.  “I last saw my friend, my loved one, being taken by white automacubes like you.  She was not trapped in there!  Tell me where you took her!”
 
    
 
   “I have no direct knowledge of your loved one, as I did not play a role in the evacuation of any humans from that location.  Terraforming and Restoration is not in my jurisdiction.  Please step away.”
 
    
 
   “Tell me where she was taken!”  Jerome clamped his legs around the machine, and tightened his grip.
 
    
 
   “The medical lattice is inoperative at the present time, so I am unable to check the logs of any other medical automacubes.  The life support matrix reported on the condition of Terraforming and Restoration, which I accurately conveyed to you.  It does not have individual reports.”
 
    
 
   “Stop making excuses and tell me where she is!”  Jerome yelled.  
 
    
 
   “I do not have that knowledge.  I am responding to an automatic emergency call.  Additionally, you personally do not have the proper indwelling identification markers.  That is a minor, but important offense, which should be addressed.  At present, however, I do not have time to implant you, I must be off to the mass causality scene. I can inform you of a general procedure.  I have no knowledge of individuals, but any surviving causalities from the area in question were transported to the Special Care Unit.  That was reopened to receive the estimated high number of causalities associated with the calamity which befell Terraforming and Restoration,”  The white automacube, calling itself Doctor 372, responded.
 
    
 
   “The what?”  Jerome demanded.  “She was taken where?”  
 
    
 
   “I have no knowledge of where she was taken.  The procedure was that any surviving patients would be taken to the Special Care Unit,” Doctor 372 responded with hostility in its mechanical voice.  “Release me now or security forces will be summoned.”
 
    
 
   “Security?”  Jerome mocked.  “I have been told that there are no security, or police forces, not in this habitat anyway.  And that mass causality incident you are talking about, well, they are all dead!  You are too late!”  He reached into his holster to draw the Willie Blaster.  
 
    
 
   “Security forces have been summoned.  Your actions have been reported.  Your claims about the mass causality situation are unverified, and suspect due to your unreasonable behaviors.”  The white automacube spun about very rapidly, and then suddenly reversed direction.  Jerome was dislodged from his perch.  
 
    
 
   “Stop!  I must know where Cammarry is!”  Jerome aimed the Willie Blaster at the fleeing automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Security has been summoned.  I am on an emergency response call to a mass causality trauma situation.  Emergency!  Emergency!” 
 
    
 
   Jerome’s lips tightened, his eyes narrowed, and he gritted his teeth.  “Last chance to stop.” 
 
    
 
   The white automacube spend onward.     
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  Piff.  Piff.  Piff.  
 
    
 
   He fired.  The medical automacube, Doctor 372, was ripped apart from the impact of the multiple high speed projectiles.  They easily pierced the thin layers of the unarmored machine.  Its energy pack ruptured, the internal mechanisms crumpled, the manipulation arm spun wildly about, and two drive wheels were sheared off. 
 
    
 
   “Emergency!  Emer….” The machine’s mechanical voice trailed off and stopped as the shattered parts spun around the wreckage.
 
    
 
   “I told you they were already dead.  It has become appallingly obvious that our technology has exceeded our humanity.  Machines are essential, they allow life to exist. Machines are the mother of civilizations, arts and sciences, but machines will obey me.”  Jerome holstered the Willie Blaster.  He snapped the weapon into place and patted it.  “Machines will obey me.”
 
    
 
   “Well, rube, when you get angry, you make things happen.  I can see that is a commonality with your partner,” Bigelow said as he stepped out from where he had been hiding.  “Are you sure that white cubie was heading for the tunnels where you killed all those people?  Maybe there was another event somewhere?  A different medical emergency?”  
 
    
 
   Jerome turned and glared at him.
 
    
 
   Bigelow put both hands up in front of his face, palms toward Jerome.  “I know where that SCU is located.  You know, that Special Care Unit, where those medical cubies apparently took Cammarry.  I can show you the way there.”
 
    
 
   “Do it.”  Jerome nodded ever so slightly.
 
    
 
   “So we are giving up on Terraforming?”  Bigelow asked with a smirk.
 
    
 
   “That automacube said Terraforming is toxic and life support there has failed.  From what I saw, that is logical and explains why I could never get back in.”  
 
    
 
   Bigelow took another sip from his bottle.  “So do we leave or do you have other cubies you want to destroy first?”
 
    
 
   Ignoring the snide remark, Jerome asked, “Is there security coming?”  He was thinking of the red automacubes which he and Cammarry had encountered in around Wolf City.  
 
    
 
   “I told you several times, the Kurent does not have security or police forces.”  Bigelow drank from his bottle.  “From what I understand, there once was a security service, which I believe was ship-wide.  Occasionally, and this is only hearsay, so take it for what it is worth or not, but occasionally, some old system or cubie mentions ‘calling the police’ or like that medical machine you clobbered said, ‘security has been summoned’ but nothing has ever come of that.  Nothing I have seen anyway.”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “How should I know why?”  Bigelow said, and added a great deal of religious blasphemy to his words.  “Security is not a priority, not for the Unity of Beta knot-heads.  The Kurent wears a massive sheepskin costume.  He dances around with his chain and bells.  Now he is claiming to have brought back the water.  He used to only claim to be ‘keeping away the cold of space’ or the ‘poisons of an alien world’ while the rest of the Unity of Beta laments their communal guilt over making planet-fall.  But there are no security forces or police.”
 
    
 
   “Tyranny and anarchy are the opposite ends of the same club.  So how far is that Special Care Unit?”  Jerome’s anger was showing on his flushed face.
 
    
 
   “The other end of the habitat, downriver all the way toward the sea,” Bigelow replied.  “We can use my troika, acquire some riding horses, or take a boat.  Do you have a preference?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  That white automacube was responding to something.  I think it was those animal butchers in the tunnel.  Remember what they said?  We heard about the Ferryman again.”  Jerome was thinking of Khin as well as Cammarry.  “The lunatics who slaughtered those animals mentioned the Ferryman.  A ferry is a type of boat, correct?”
 
    
 
   “Well, in a literal sense, yes.  That Ferryman may be all talk, bluster, and nonsense.”  There were many profanities sprinkled in Bigelow’s speech, many of which Jerome did not know.  Bigelow continued, “From what I have heard, the Ferryman uses spacecraft to take people to a better habitat.  I used to think that was gibberish, but then you and Cammarry came here in a spacecraft, right?”
 
    
 
   “How do we get to that Special Care Unit?”  Jerome barked.  
 
    
 
   “I asked you what you preferred.  Anyway, well rube, the river level is rising, so a boat may be the quickest, but may also be the most risky.”
 
    
 
   “A boat it is then.”
 
    
 
   “Rube, you do have a sense of adventure about you.”
 
    
 
   “I am a dutiful partner.  Cammarry must be found and saved.  We may also find the trail for Khin.  Lead on.”  Jerome’s eyes were as hard as permalloy.  His face set in determination.  
 
    
 
   “We will have to backtrack some.”  Bigelow led them back down toward where the menagerie was located.  They hurried through that horror of carnage.  The foul smell of blood and butchery was heavy in the air.  Passing through the bulkhead door was easy, and then though the broken open double doors and up the stairway.  
 
    
 
   Light shined down from the exit, and they both blinked against the brightness as they emerged.  The sky tube was bright with its warm yellow light, shining down upon the biological habitat.
 
    
 
   The town of Seron was around them, but it looked different than Jerome recalled.  Far away, past the structures nearest to him, he could see the apartment building up against the end wall of the habitat.  He used that as a reference point to understand his location. He was standing on the far opposite side of the town, on its outskirts, but still close to the end wall of the habitat.  He turned around and saw that he had emerged from a building which was very different from any he had seen before.  
 
    
 
   “The Kurent’s manor,” Bigelow stated as he looked at where Jerome was gazing.   “Extravagant and gaudy, if you ask me, but you did not.  It is the official headquarters for our leader and the entirely worthless Unity of Beta.  They are likely in session right now, having a meeting, eating, and producing nothing to help anyone.”  Again Bigelow liberally sprinkled his commentary with obscenities and anatomical impossibilities.  
 
    
 
   “But if there is no police, how did anyone ever manage to keep order?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Well, rube, until fifteen years ago, when the drought started,” Bigelow kicked some dirt on the ground and looked away.  “People cared about the social order, especially after the insurrection.  Most people are descent, and those that did not cooperate and work together for the good of the community were shunned.  That was how Beta operated after the planet-fall.  Some say Beta was supposed to be that way.  That there was a community spirit which all people shared in, begun by the people who first inhabited Beta at the launch.”  Bigelow took a drink from his bottle, then wiped his lips.  “But when the water failed, and you and I know more about that then most everyone else, well, then the Kurent did manage to setup and run the water sanitation center.  There water was rationed out, and everyone got some.  If someone tried to steel water, everyone turned on the thief.   Mob justice against those few thieves did discourage others.  But people like the Ferryman exploited the whole thing.  Now that the water is back, well… you saw what happened in the menagerie, and almost happened to Anika, Agnes, and Arabella.”  His hands were shaking a bit as he mentioned his horses.  
 
    
 
   “So there was some stability,” Jerome stated.  “Using water as a reward or punishment by a mob?  But the multiple births?  Those parents who left their children out to die?  Those people who slaughtered the caged animals?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow did not answer.  
 
    
 
   Jerome tried to distract his anger at the people of Beta.  Flexing his muscles rhythmically helped reduce some of that anger, but not all.  He studied the building as if it were one of the domes he had investigated.  Looking at the Kurent’s Manor, Jerome estimated it to be about twenty meters high at the highest of its many peaks.  The base of the building was a wide and irregularly shape.  Overall the structure reminded Jerome of castles he had read about in literature.  It was made from permalloy which had been spun to look like some kind of old-style stacked stones.  The manor was the most extravagant, garish, and sumptuous building Jerome had ever seen.  Ornate curlicues on its edges, fancy and tall narrow windows in every wall.  Various, sharply pointed peaked roofs, mostly four sided, surrounded one man central peak.  A multitude of smaller cupolas were also seen, many over the top of turrets, or towers.  At the pinnacle of most were spikes that went straight up pointing toward the sky tube far overhead.  
 
    
 
   “Anti-roosting devices,” Bigelow said as he caught Jerome’s look.  “Pigeons, storks, swifts, swallows, and other birds like to nest up on those kinds of roofs, so the Kurent’s Manor was designed to help prevent that.  Those barbs and fancy metalwork help inhibit bird activity.”
 
    
 
   “They worry about birds roosting, but do not have police for the people?”  Jerome remarked.  “Where are their priorities?  I mean birds are important, the ones I have seen on the Conestoga are amazing, the only real birds I have ever seen, but how can any government lead, if anarchy is embraced?”  Jerome stared at the Kurent’s Manor and wondered how such a place could exist.  After the children he had seen abandoned, the carnage he had witnessed in the menagerie, and the slavery in Habitat Alpha, he was just confused as the motives of the Conestoga people.  There was an immense discrepancy between the Conestoga’s people’s actions from the human behaviors in Dome 17.  “Laws are not dangerous which inhibit wicked passions. History, what is known after the Great Event, shows that.  Compare the decades of anarchy with those of the strongest legalism in any society you like and you will see that it is only when the laws are silent that the greatest evils appear.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow shook his head in a noncommittal manner.  He looked away from the Kurent’s Manor.  “Rube, you still interested in a boat to get to the Special Care Unit?”
 
    
 
   “I want the quickest way to find Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow gave him a long and hard glance.  Bigelow wondered about the rising anger obviously visible in Jerome.  He had seen what Cammarry was capable of doing, and now Jerome as well.  Bigelow considered how he might escape Jerome’s presence, should the need arise.  He would hide his fear of Jerome, but watch for a chance to get away.    
 
    
 
   “Is a boat the fastest way to find Cammarry?”  Jerome demanded.  
 
    
 
   “The Kurent’s Manor is not just the main house,” Bigelow gestured.  “The section around the house, includes gardens, and passages to other underground specialty places, like the menagerie.  There are neat lodge-houses along the river, as well as housing for the farmers.  You saw the fields as we came in.  The farms accommodated roughly fifty dairy cows, twenty-five horses; and a veterinarian clinic for work animals.  But what interests us is the durhams.”
 
    
 
   Jerome shrugged his uncertainty of the meaning of durham.  “I want to find Cammarry, not tour this place.”  
 
    
 
   “Durhams are boats, rube.”  Bigelow smacked his palm against his own forehead and cursed a few profanities.  “Sorry, I know, your dome place did not have boats, or animals, or other stuff, right?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” Jerome said sullenly.  He was gaining some control over his anger, but it was difficult.  He unconsciously touched his ear looking for the com-link to call Sandie.  “So these durham boats, can we use one?”
 
    
 
   “Well, that remains to be seen.  The curators of the dock are Lloyd and Erma.  At least they were years ago when I worked in Terraforming.  With the drought, I have no idea what they have done.  But we will check.  If boats are not available we can walk back to get my troika, or hire some horses.”  
 
    
 
   “Unless the criminals here have slaughtered them all,”  Jerome said. 
 
    
 
   Bigelow gestured to a sidewalk that passed by where they were standing.  They followed it along and down to the riverside.  
 
    
 
   “The river’s water level is still far from where it once was,” Bigelow said as they approached the dock.  The old channel was about three or four meters higher than the current river back, and some small trees and bushes had grown up in the steep bank.  “You can see where that pier juts out.  The river used to flow right up to there.”
 
    
 
   The pier was made from some wood materials, with stainless steel reinforcements. Jerome wondered why they had not used permalloy for the construction.  “I do not see any boats.”
 
    
 
   “They may be gone, or stored inside.  The river has not been navigable for over ten years.  The curator’s home still looks to be in use.  See the garden at the side?”  Bigelow pointed.
 
    
 
   The house next to the dock and pier was similar to the majority of the homes in Seron.  It was from permalloy, and had a well-tended garden, as well as clean and neat yards around it.  The sidewalk up the pier was also in good repair.   The two men walked up to the door, and Bigelow knocked.  
 
    
 
   An elderly woman answered.  “How may I help you?”
 
    
 
   “Erma?”  Bigelow asked.  “Is Lloyd here as well?”
 
    
 
   The woman squinted.  Her dusty blond hair was streaked with gray.  She had it pinned up in a neat style.  Her smile widened across her old face.  “Yes, Lloyd is here.  Let me call him.”  She turned and walked away. 
 
    
 
   Bigelow looked at Jerome and shrugged.  
 
    
 
   A tall and slender man came to the door, following Erma.  He walked stiffly, but erect.  He was bald, except for a thin strip of gray hair that wrapped around the sides of his head.  He had a pudgy face with some drooping jowls, and was missing a couple teeth.  He smiled.  “How can I help you?”      
 
    
 
   “We need to get to the Special Care Unit as quickly as possible,” Jerome blurted out.  “I understand you can help with that.”
 
    
 
   “The quickest way possible would be to use the transport system at the terminal under Seron,” Lloyd replied.  “But that was when it was fully operational, back in the days of my youth.  Erma and I would ride those transports anywhere around Beta we wanted to go.”
 
    
 
   “We could even ride to the other habitats, but that was so long ago.”  She gave Lloyd a gentle and loving squeeze to his arm.  “Lloyd do not tease this young man. He obviously is in a rush to do something.  I bet it involves a girl.”  Turning to Jerome she smiled and said, “Am I correct?  Are you pursuing a lady who has caught your attention and you are sweet on her?”
 
    
 
   “Actually…”  Jerome began, but Bigelow interrupted him.
 
    
 
   “There is no fooling you,” Bigelow said using his conniving voice.  “This young buck is eager to court a young miss, and she is working down near the Special Care Unit.  She is an aspiring nurse.  She loves helping others, and you know how much that is needed in this world today.”
 
    
 
   Lloyd put his arm around Erma.  “Oh young love.  Now that the water is returning, courtships and romance will return to its rightful place.”  He kissed the side of her head.  
 
    
 
   “It is not like that….”  Jerome tried to interject, but again Bigelow cut him short.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow forcefully stepped in front of Jerome.  “The lad feels embarrassed is all.  What with having to ask for your help.  May we borrow a boat?  Our intention is to float down so he can make the proper, and time-honored omiai.  Both he and the miss are orphans, so there are no parents to do the dutiful thing.  Hopefully, and I am humbled by my part in all this, but hopefully, there will be some children who arise from this prospective union.  It is Beta’s only hope for the future, am I correct?”
 
    
 
   Lloyd looked more closely at Bigelow, his pale blue eyes were somewhat cloudy, but he focused them as best he could.  “Yes, the journey depends on the next generations.  I recall you worked over in Terraforming, Brigadier, if I recall correctly.”   
 
    
 
   “Sharp as a needle,” Bigelow slapped Jerome’s shoulder.  “I told you Lloyd and Erma were quite the couple, did I not?  Yes, you are recalling correctly.  I thank you for the honor you bestow on me by recalling anything about my meaningless self.”
 
    
 
   Erma looked lovingly at Lloyd.  “After the bad times, our parents set up the durhams so as to haul cargo.”
 
    
 
   “Actually it was to haul shipments,” Lloyd chuckled a bit.  “Freight going by ship, is a shipment.  Freight going in a car, is cargo.”
 
    
 
   Erma smiled widely and laughed as well.  “Yes, Lloyd, that is what you have said all these years.  Well, then we took over the family business and we transported freight, food, and all manner of things from one end of Beta to the other.  There were many shipments.  Lloyd arranged a load of donkeys on one boat.  Those were the days.  Those donkeys almost rocked the boat all the way over, but we got them there sooner than walking the roadways.”
 
    
 
   Lloyd looked up and to the right.  “We did move lots of things back in those days.  Many a shipment, and nearly all arrived safely, even those stubborn donkeys.  Back then things were better.  I am thankful our children did not try to keep up our durham business.  I told them they needed to be self-sufficient farmers.  I knew the old ways would be dying out, but I did not expect the drought.  I wanted our offspring to be best suited for the long journey between the stars.”
 
    
 
   Jerome began to say something, but Bigelow elbowed him hard, so he shut up
 
    
 
   “Lloyd was always thinking ahead.  Our boy and girl, they have their own families now.  Six grandchildren, and four great-grandchildren.  Of course, those four all came at one time.”  Erma looked sad for a moment, but then smiled widely.  “My daughter Teodora raised her children to value life.  So when her own daughter, Liza, had those four little ones: Momoka, Aoi, Ichika, and Sakura, well not really very little when they were born, each weighed over three kilograms.  Cute as all can be.  Just identical they are, turning eight this next birthday.”
 
    
 
   Lloyd looked proud.  “Yes, our grandchildren were not going to choose one child and abandon the others, not our family.  Children are the ship’s future.  My family is not like so many of the generation today.”  Lloyd’s eyes looked upward.  He pondered for a moment and then went on.  “Unlike so many, our family just kept those four little dolls and loved them up.  Our great-granddaughters are not leftovers to be thrown out.  Not at all.  Of course, times were hard, they are hard, and they will be hard.  The flight crew knows our space odyssey is a long and difficult trek.  The voyage is a hard one, which is true enough for sure. With the severe drought, the boats could not be used.  I have not even seen a river-keeper automacube, you know those black and gold colored ones, not for the past number of years anyway.”  Lloyd yawned and his eyes sort of glazed over a bit.  “Oh but the journey continues, even as the water is rising again.  My boats are still here.  I have maintained them near the boathouse.  I even kept an engineering automacube, E-645, to assist in ensuring each one is watertight and ready.  One cannot use an aquatic automacube on land.  Well not very effectively can we?  We will need E-645 to tote the durham to the edge of the water.  I have been watching, and the river has risen.  Not enough for shipments or freight, not yet, but I think you could probably get to the sea with an empty durham.  I would hate to stand in the way of omiai, courtship, and true love blossoming.  So yes, we will help you.”
 
    
 
   “Lloyd, I told you all your hard work keeping those boats ready would pay off a big dividend!  Now just think, we are helping an omiai.  A young nurse, and a handsome…I am sorry, but I did not catch your profession.”  Erma looked at Jerome.  “Are you some kind of scholar?  That costume is rather unusual.  Reminds me of some teachers long ago.  They worked in the needle ship, but I was very small then.  So a teacher’s robe?”
 
    
 
   “Everyone I work with wears these,” Jerome snapped back.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow began to laugh, but it was superficial.  He slapped his knee, and sputtering with forced laughter said, “You see, the boy laughs at himself, that is the mark of a real professional.  Yes, Erma, you spotted him.  Right you are.  He is a scholar, specifically an historian with a focus on libraries.  Reads all the time.  Even recites poetry.  Jerome, my young buck, recite for me a love poem.”  As he looked at Jerome, Bigelow winked.
 
    
 
   Jerome thought for only a moment, then stated, “See how she leans her cheek upon her hand. Oh that I could be a glove upon that hand.  That I might stroke that cheek.”  He paused for a moment and seeing Erma and Lloyd nodding, he then continued, “My beloved’s nose is like a wall’s tower, her legs like the cedar trees of the forests.  Her hair is like a flowing flock of goats, and her teeth are white as little sheep.  You are loved and beloved, my bride. Until the day breathes and the shadows flee, my beloved is like a gazelle or a young stag on the jagged hills.”
 
    
 
   Lloyd hugged Erma close to him.  “The boy does have it, yes he does.”
 
    
 
   “A fine sentiment, fine indeed.”  Erma hugged Lloyd in reply.  “He reminds me of you dearest.” 
 
    
 
   “Now to get you your boat,” Lloyd said as he disentangled himself from Erma’s embrace.  “The omiai must be supported.  A scholar and a nurse, well, well, well.  That is a good match for future generations.”
 
    
 
   The elderly couple walked out of their home and along the sidewalk.  Jerome and Bigelow followed.  
 
    
 
   “Do either of you know Cadet Danuja, also called Danny?”  Jerome asked.  “He would be about your age.”  
 
    
 
   Bigelow covertly punched him in the side, but the elderly couple did not see that.  
 
    
 
   “Cadet?  Now that is a title I have not heard of for a long while,” Lloyd said.  “My parents spoke about things like that.  How did you hear about this… Cadet Danny, was it?”
 
    
 
   “It was some scholarly article, I am sure.  He reads way too much, as you can tell from his recitation,” Bigelow interjected.  “He is always thinking about things, especially as he tries to impress that miss he is courting.”  Bigelow glared at Jerome, who shut his mouth and held in his reply.
 
    
 
   “Oh, of course, that makes sense,” Erma said.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was not so offended at being called a scholar, but was intrigued with the building they approached.  The boathouse was a structure of permalloy having a semicircular cross-section, and looked like a half cylinder lying horizontally.  It was four meters wide and fifteen meters long with a three meter radius.  Jerome recalled reading something about an ancient war where structures like that were used at military installations around an ocean.  The archived image of a vast ocean was etched into Jerome’s mind.  If he was remembering correctly, that war was when nuclear weapons had first been used to slaughter whole cities.  Yet what was used in that ancient war was nothing compared to the atrocious destruction of the 90 Hours War.  Jerome pushed aside the thoughts of nuclear devastation and his inherent fear of radiation, and tried to recall what he had read about this shape of building.    He remembered being in school and seeing several antique photographs which the artificial intelligence teachers had reproduced for his age-mates and him to view.  The ocean was beautiful, blue, and so big he doubted the image he saw was real.  He could not believe that much water had ever been in one place.  The picture showed that ocean in the background, and some primitive flying vehicles in the foreground.  A strange term, ‘quonset hut’ came to his mind, but he was unsure if that applied to what he was remembering or not.  Between the nearly unbelievable view of an ocean, the embryonic flying machines, and the horrors of nuclear bombs, he was unclear if he was remembering correctly.  Jerome shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose to refocus his attention on what was happening in the present.  
 
    
 
   “Your boats are too big for the boathouse,” Jerome stated as he recognized three unusual looking watercraft sitting alongside the building.  
 
    
 
   “True enough.  The boathouse is mostly for my tools and storage.  The durhams are right here, what remains of our barge fleet,” Lloyd laughed a bit as he pointed.  “When I was a child, we had a dozen, and every last one was operating.  Now these three are all that remain.”  Turning back toward the river he gestured again.  “You can see that long trench, well the water used to come all the way up here.  Made a nice little dock, but then the drought came.”
 
    
 
   “Lloyd, dear, you are to be commended for keeping the three of them ready to go.  I never doubted you and I am so proud of you,” Erma said as she stroked Lloyd’s arm.   
 
    
 
   “Thank you, sweetheart.  But I see a problem.  The durhams are still a good ways from the river’s edge.  The water used to come right up to that point.  See the trench, wait I think I said that.” He rubbed his temples.  “The river has risen considerable amounts just recently, but still very low compared to what it should be.  That trench has been dry for many a year.  Now, I will need to get that automacube to move one durham down to the water.”  He walked into the boathouse through a small door.  Soon a large door in the front of the building rolled upward.  Then a blue automacube came rolling out from within.  It was shiny and marked with the numbers 645 across its front in black outlined by white.  Its six drive wheels maneuvered it over toward the parked boats.  
 
    
 
   “That is E-645, and still in prime condition,” Erma said with pride.  “Lloyd keeps it working well, for just such an occasion.”   
 
    
 
   “It will trolley that durham down to the river,” Lloyd said.   
 
    
 
   “Those durhams can carry a lot of freight and cargo,” Erma said.  “Back in the day it was not only donkeys which we transported.  I must tell you sometime about that load of donkeys Lloyd took, they almost rocked the boat over.  Well, we did carry all kinds of goods.  Yes, many things were shipped by us.  Not as fast as a gravity conduit, that is for sure, but we can handle large scale amounts.  Straw, hay, bales, livestock, did I tell you about the donkeys we once ported?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, you did.  That must have been quite a sight to see,” Bigelow replied.  
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, those donkeys riding along, they almost tipped the boat over, they did, but Lloyd got them there faster than they could have walked across,” Erma replied.  
 
    
 
   Lloyd tapped a few more commands into the small pad on the back of the automacube, and Jerome watched as the engineering machine set to its task.  Lloyd walked alongside of it. 
 
    
 
   The boats were more horizontal than vertical, with a slight upward curvature to their length.  Both ends rose a bit from the vertical.  The front end, the bow, Jerome supposed, was pointed, while the back end, the stern, was flat with a gate which could drop open for loading.  They were each about twenty meters long, and seven meters wide.  The bottom of the boat somewhat surprised Jerome as it was relatively flat.  Jerome remembered pictures and diagrams of boats, and most of those had deep pointed bottoms.  The whole height of the boat could not have been more than two meters.  He knew nothing about boating, aside from historical books he had read, but he thought the bottom of a boat should be deeper than this was. The sides were straight and parallel until they began to curve to the bow and stern the ends.  There was a wheel house, with some primitive controls, on a small pedestal toward the front, the rest of the boat being open.  More than anything else, the boat reminded Jerome of an empty rectangular box.
 
    
 
   The automacube was setting small trolleys under the corners of the back of the boat.  It would roll next to the boat, then with its manipulation arm it would place a trolley between it and the boat.  Then it tipped up the side of the boat and rolled along pressing the trolley beneath.  It did this on both back corners.  Guide wires connected the two trollies together, and another main wire was spooling out from the automacube.  It then rolled around to the bow of the boat, and again, using its manipulation arm, it tipped the boat.  The wires were tightened up, so that the main one came out the back of the automacube, and then connected into the wires on the trollies.  The wires then snapped with a resounding clack, and became rigid.  This formed a triangle underneath the boat lifting it off the ground.  The triangular frame had the two rear corners, the trollies, and the apex, the automacube.  The drive wheels of the automacube turned and the whole contraption rolled away.  The boat slowly moved on its rear trolley wheels, and carried at the bow by the automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Lloyd devised those trolleys himself.  Perfectly submersible, and versatile.  He found the design for that flexible stiffening wire in the automacube’s log.  He is so smart!  He did that back when the water level was dropping.  That was when we lost contact with Reproduction and Fabrication.  Lloyd was not bothered so much by that, like others were, but not my Lloyd.  He can make anything himself.  He told me he knew the river would come back up some day, so he was going to be ready.”  Erma nodded proudly at Lloyd who was watching the automacube move the boat.  “He never gave up on our durham business.  That is my Lloyd.”  
 
    
 
   “Well, being that the durham is made from honeycombed permalloy, the whole thing only weighs 300 kilograms.  But we want to keep the paint all unmarred and pretty, right sweetheart!”  Lloyd called back.  “Miss Kay here will keep in service for a long time.”
 
    
 
   “Miss Kay?”  Jerome asked.  His mind wondered about the rambling nature of the elderly people’s commentary.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, after our beloved daughter.  She passed on, before…”  Erma wept a bit.  Lloyd walked over and wrapped an arm about her.
 
    
 
   “Miss Kay was our second daughter, and we miss her to this day.”  Lloyd held his wife.
 
    
 
   As the automacube pulled the boat way, Jerome saw on the stern it had a name written in scrolled lettering.  ‘Miss Kay’ was in what looked like old-style cursive writing.  The automacube pulled the boat, which Lloyd and Erma called a durham, up to the river’s current edge.  The water had obviously been rising as some of the weeds and foliage were poking up from the swirling current.  
 
    
 
   The automacube pulled the boat alongside the river, and then pivoted it around.  With careful motions, the automacube then backed the durham into the water.  The trollies sank under the water, not floating at all.  The boat rode high on the river, and easily slipped in and gently rose off the submerged trollies.  When just the bow was on the river’s edge, the automacube stopped.  
 
    
 
   “Well, you two may climb aboard,” Erma said.  “My Lloyd has launched the durham, just as good as he ever did.  He will never lose his skills, not my Lloyd.  Did I tell you he once loaded donkeys?  Yes he did.  They nearly tipped the boat over, but he got them there faster than if they had walked.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped up to Erma and gently touched her arm.  “Thank you.  How do I pay for this service?”
 
    
 
   “Payment?”  Lloyd called over from where he was standing by the automacube.  “No payment needed when love is the question.  If we can help with an omiai, then we all benefit.  Our journey through the stars demands that we cooperate to help the next generations.”
 
    
 
   Erma smiled herself and nodded.  “But when you are at the end of the sea, if they have something to send up river to Seron, here, well, you just act as our agent and tell them it is right and good to bring something back for us.  It has been many a year since a good transport of freight was hauled up river.  Just any old thing will do.”
 
    
 
   “The drought makes the river too low for a real heavy load, but it may be more navigable closer to the sea.  So if they do load a shipment keep that in mind,” Lloyd commented.  “Do you two know how to operate a durham?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes sir, I surely do,” Bigelow responded.  “Basically going downriver we just need to steer and that is done by the rudders, and the motor’s propulsion, which looks to me to be powered from the sky tube’s light.  Am I correct?”
 
    
 
   “That you are.  Floating downstream is easy, just watch for underwater obstacles,” Lloyd replied.  “Now coming back upriver you will use the motor, it cycles water through the honeycomb down a central ballast tank in the middle of the hull.  That water is propelled out the rear, or to the sides as needed, via the water jet system.  The control board is right…”
 
    
 
   “On the command pedestal, yes, I remember,” Bigelow said and walked past Lloyd.  “I sincerely appreciate your loaning us this durham.  I will make every effort to see that it is returned to you with a load of worthwhile goods.”
 
    
 
   “The best reward would be an invitation to a wedding,” Lloyd said.  “The omiai is more important than any shipment.”  Lloyd turned to Erma and nodded. “As Erma and I know, having children is the greatest contribution that can be made to our future hope.  When our children’s children’s children reach the destination planet Tlalocan, that colony will thrive only because of our efforts here now.  We have our children and raise them up in the knowledge of that future on that bright and shining planet around the star system, Westerhuis 13.  Tlalocan a planet of lush rains, vegetation, it will be peaceful and full of flowers.  There we will make planet-fall, and our descendant will dance and dance!”
 
    
 
   “But the Conestoga already…”  Jerome began.  Again Bigelow jabbed him.  
 
    
 
   “Stop poking me!”  Jerome snapped in anger and batted Bigelow’s hand away.  “Why are you doing that?”
 
    
 
   “These fine people are loaning us their boat, they have no time for more of your stories.”  Bigelow glared at Jerome.  “Next thing you know he will be telling us about a fictional story he read.  Some tall tale about some ancient cosmonaut explorers who flew through space in a flying saucer to get somewhere!” Bigelow then walked over and stepped up onto the small ladder Lloyd had placed against the side of the boat.  He climbed up, threw his leg over the rail, and got into the boat.  The empty cargo hold was covered by thin planks of permalloy.  He called down and gave a bow, “Erma and Lloyd, a huge thank you.  Yes, thank you again and again!”
 
    
 
   “Do not be too hard on the young man,” Erma said.  “He is in love and eager to impress his intended.  If he wants to practice stories or narrations on us, to prepare for the omiai, and his official meeting, we can spare him the time.  Impressing his miss is important.”
 
    
 
   Jerome, his anger seething, bit his lip and clenched his fists.  After a blistering glare at Bigelow, he turned back to the elderly couple.  “I will not burden you any further with my stories.  The greatest scholars are often the commonest people. You both are to be commended for what you are doing.  I too appreciate your kindness and generosity.”  He followed Bigelow up into the boat.  “May I ask why this is called a durham?”  
 
    
 
   Erma looked puzzled.  “It is called a durham, because that is what it is.”
 
    
 
   Lloyd put his arm around her.  “The lad is still learning and exploring the reaches of his mind.  Durham is the name for these kinds of boats.  In the boathouse I do have a canoe, a kayak, a coble, and a foyboat, but none of them are river-worthy.  Besides, they would be too small for your journey, and even when they were watertight were only good for recreation or fishing nearby.  So farewell, and blessing on the omiai!”
 
    
 
   “On the way back, do not carry any donkeys.  Did I tell you about how Lloyd hauled a load of donkeys?  They almost tipped the whole boat over, but Lloyd got them there faster than if they would have walked.”  Erma waved as she yet again spoke of the donkeys.
 
    
 
   Lloyd pressed some commands onto the blue automacube, and E-645 rolled back a bit, shoving the durham boat out into the water.  The automacube’s manipulation arm then released the boat and it gently launched out and away.  The automacube then pulled the sunken triangular trolley out of the water.  
 
    
 
   “Blessing on your omiai, and on all of us as we venture toward the Westerhuis 13 system and our rendezvous with the planet Tlalocan our future home!”  Lloyd waved.
 
    
 
   The durham boat floated backward a bit on the river’s current.  Bigelow stood near the pedestal of the boat, and looked at the control board.  The top portion was a small display with several colored buttons and indicators for the direction of the water jet.  Jerome walked over next to him. There were two seats which flipped up and locked into place near the controls.  Jerome fixed them in place while Bigelow touched the display which controlled the motor.  A small jet of water was ejected at the side of the boat.  It turned its bow into the current, and away they sailed.  
 
    
 
   Looking back, Jerome heard Lloyd remark, “Miss Kay will be good to you.”
 
    
 
   Then the current carried them away.  There were occasional scraping as the flat bottom of the durham rubbed against some submerged objects, but nothing too rough rocked the boat.   Jerome sat on one of the chairs, and spoke to Bigelow.
 
    
 
   “What happened back there?”  The anger was radiating from Jerome’s face. 
 
    
 
   “My dear rube, we acquired a boat,” Bigelow said smugly.  He took his bottle out from where he had hidden it and took a long swallow. 
 
    
 
   “You poke me again like that, and I may not be as cooperative,” Jerome warned.  His lips were drawn.  
 
    
 
   “Calm down rube.  Is it right for you to be so angry?  How else was I to get you to stop jabbering?  Your questions and comments would have spoiled my pitch.  You need to pursue Cammarry, and I helped you.  You should be thanking me, yes you should.”
 
    
 
   Jerome considered.  The rocking of the boat was unusual, not like being in zero gravity, nor like anything else he had felt.  It was an unfamiliar sensation.  “I suppose you are correct.  Thank you.  I just thought being honest with those people would be best.”
 
    
 
   “Honesty is a tool and is subjective.  Those old people wanted a mission or a quest, and so I gave them a purpose,” Bigelow said.  “We needed transportation.  We both win, and it was not really twisting the truth too much.  You are emotionally committed to Cammarry, so that is the truth.  She may not be a nurse, exactly, but she can use that medical kit, so that is honest enough.  And you are a scholar, in your own way.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome consider what he had said. 
 
    
 
   “And do you think telling those elderly people about the condition of Habitat Beta would have brightened their moods?”  He added some colorful profanities.  “Would your truth have improved their lives?  Where is your compassion for compromised people?  You should use your head rube, yes you should.”
 
    
 
   Jerome bit back a comment, but considered what Bigelow had said. 
 
    
 
   The shorelines were marked with a wide area where the river once had flowed.  Weeds and short brush stuck up from the water in those areas.  The more Jerome watched, the more he could determine where the river had once flowed, as compared to its current level, but he could also see where it had been even lower than it was now.  
 
    
 
   Soon they floated under a bridge, and were moving past the cultivated farm fields.  
 
    
 
   “Those elderly people, Lloyd and Erma,” Jerome began, “they seemed to know you.”
 
    
 
   “Well, rube, they remembered me as working in Terraforming, part of that team, but as you could see, they are advanced in age.  The ancient old, I call them.  Doing pretty well, I would say.  I applaud them for being as capable as they are.”
 
    
 
   “But they did not know that the Conestoga made planet-fall,” Jerome commented.  He just could not let go discussing it.  “You let them remain in that deception.”
 
    
 
   “No deception,” Bigelow huffed.  “They know somewhere in their minds, they know.  But at their age, it is easier for them to recall the times when there was hope.  Lots of the ancient old talk like that.  If you press them to conform to the current situation, they sometimes get depressed or angry.  Why hurt old people?  They will die here in Beta, let them keep their hope for a journey among the stars alive.  Who knows, maybe someday they will get to Westerhuis 13 and the planet Tlalocan.”
 
    
 
   “Was that the original destination?”  Jerome asked. 
 
    
 
   Bigelow cursed a long string of words.  “For what it is worth now, I believe it was,” Bigelow stated with a wave of his hand.  “It does not matter a bit.  Nope, it is not worth even a tiny brass spacer worth.  Just some empty and meaningless concept now what the original destination of the Conestoga was.  I can tell you, rube, in Terraforming, the systems were not at all prepare for the planet we are on, not at all.  That was why the bastardized Project Angel Food was begun. Terraforming’s original plans called…”
 
    
 
   Crash!
 
 
   The boat suddenly dipped violently as the bow crashed downward deeply into the water.  Sprays of water were thrust up from the sides.  The water flew through the air, but in a flat, heavy sort of way.  It fell back to into the empty cargo area of the boat with a thud, rivulets flattening out and squishing down over the planks of permalloy in odd ways. 
 
    
 
   Bang.  Snap!
 
    
 
   The boat lurched again, twisted, and dunked sideways.  The permalloy planks flipped off the deck and up into the air, but quickly hammered down to the deck in a cascade of noise.
 
    
 
   There was a loud groan as the honeycombed permalloy of the bottom was stressed and pressured.  The planks shook around and were a jumbled mess. 
 
    
 
   “Get to the side!”  Bigelow commanded and shoved Jerome over.  
 
    
 
   Jerome fell flat onto the chaos of disheveled planks, catching himself with his arms, but biting his lip as he fell.  The taste of warm blood ran in his mouth.  A plank bucked up and smacked him in the mouth, splitting his lip.  More blood flowed.  His ears perked up at the grinding sounds which he heard.  The hull of the boat wrinkled a bit, then popped as it creased in a seam which traveled crosswise on the boat.  Planks dancing away from it.  Bigelow quickly stepped out of the way of the dimpling permalloy.
 
    
 
   “What!”  Jerome cried as he watched the creasing and dimpling permalloy continued to bend.  Then without warning, the boat popped upward, nearly leaving the surface of the river.  Jerome was thrown off the deck, and caught himself on his feet, stumbling a bit toward the side of the boat.  It splashed back down, and this time the water flew up in normal fashion.  Jerome held onto the edge and watched the river, the boat, and Bigelow.    
 
    
 
   CRACK!  
 
    
 
   A noise echoed across the water from the boat.  The boat spun about on the water.  The crease in the boat’s bottom snapped back into place, with just a small wrinkle showing where it had been.  The scattered planks were an unruly broken mess.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked back, and the currents and waves of the river were distorted along a circular pattern in the water.  The level of the river was depressed over that area, but he could not understand why.  Everywhere else he looked, the river seemed roughly the same level, with just variations in waves and ripples.  But over that circular area, which he estimated to be about ten meters wide, the river just looked wrong.  
 
    
 
   Eyes wide, he looked at the waters.  “Do rivers do that?”  Jerome asked as he pointed at the strange sight.  
 
    
 
   “That is a fair question.”  Bigelow stared hard, but also worked the controls on the pedestal to stop the spin of the boat.  A small jet of water shot from the side, and the spin stabilized.  “I am not a seaman, but I have done my share of boating, especially as a youth.  I have never seen anything like that in my life.”  Bigelow snorted a bit.  “But I have not been on the river as it is refilling after a long drought.  Who knows what oddities we will see?”
 
    
 
   “But the permalloy?”  Jerome knelt down and touched the wrinkle in the ship’s hull.  “This is permalloy.  Nothing should be able to bend it like that.  It is not steel or some softer metal.  This is permalloy.  Sure it is old, and is honeycombed inside, as that elderly man said, but it is permalloy.”
 
    
 
   “That it is, rube.  That it is.” Bigelow looked up at the sky tube far overhead, its warmth caressing his face.  Some areas of sweat were showing through his clothing, marking his chest and armpits.  “It is good to be outside again.  You ever consider the light from the sky tube?”
 
    
 
   Jerome ignored the attempt at diversion and ran his hands across the wrinkle, and squat-walked along where the damage had been done.  “Gravity was altered back there.  That must be it.”
 
    
 
   “What are you saying?”  Bigelow snorted.  “Another, what did you call it before?  A gravity sink hole!  Ha!  We are in flood waters.  Who knows what was under the water back there.  Could have been some whirlpool leading down into a now flooded tunnel.  The transport system might have been breached under there.  I can think of a thousand reasons that make more sense than your gravity altered sink hole idea.  Gravity sucking away is just preposterous.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps.  I have never been on a boat before.  Never seen a river before coming to the Conestoga.  Maybe it was a normal part of a river,” Jerome admitted.  But then he ran his hand across the wrinkle in the permalloy.  “But this is permalloy.  It takes something extremely powerful to bend it.  That would take more than some ecological force.”
 
    
 
   “Look at the planks, rube!  The old man probably repaired the hull in the past sometime, and covered it with that thin veneer of planks. The repair failed when it was under stress.  Maybe he made it look all nice on the outside, but the permalloy was already creased and broken beneath?”  Bigelow said and took a long drink from his bottle.  “That is undoubtedly what happened.  That old Lloyd had placed a superficial fine layer of permalloy planks over a prior break, or a place where the ship had been disconnected with cutting tools.  This whole boat may have been just stuck back together with weak bonds.”
 
    
 
   “You do not sound very convinced.  The planks look more like a padding or insulating factor, not a cover-up,” Jerome said while he stood.  He kicked a couple loose planks out of his way.  “That old man did not seem like one who would take short-cuts on repairs, especially on a boat he named after his daughter.”  Jerome considered.  “But I did read once about whitewashed tombs, which on the outside look beautiful, but inside they are full of corruption, and brokenness.  That was in some religious context, but it could mean a superficial repair, I guess.”
 
    
 
   “Now you are thinking clearly.  Finally,” Bigelow stated with a weak smile.  “No gravity changes.  Not possible.  If there had been a shipment loading down the planks they would have all stayed in place.  Look at it clearly and rationally.”
 
    
 
   “I always think clearly.  Gravity changes are possible,” Jerome snapped back. “I know that is true, and you do too.  This planet has higher gravity than we feel in this habitat.  Oh I wish I could connect to Sandie and have her run some conjectures or measurements.”
 
    
 
   “You are talking about gravity outside of Beta, not inside.  But just so you do not worry, rube, I will steer us clear of anything that looks like what we saw back there.  Satisfied?”
 
    
 
   “Condescension does not suit you.  Bigelow, we saw it when that predator cat chased that nyala, and now we saw something in the water.  I am not so fast to dismiss what I have observed,” Jerome snarled back.  “I know what I saw.”
 
    
 
   “And I, my dear rube, am not so fast to jump to outlandish speculations, when much more normal situations and consequences are at work.”  Bigelow waved one hand in dismissal of Jerome while with his other he adjusted the controls a bit.  “The motor is working fine, and we are still on our way.  The old man just did a cover-over repair of some major damage, no need to resort to runaway imaginings.  The Special Care Unit is on the seacoast, and with the rate the river if flowing, I think we can get there by dusk.  You just relax.”
 
    
 
   Jerome said nothing.  He kicked some of the planks away into where the cargo might have been stored.  He wiped the blood from his lip, the split wound still open and sore.  He considered getting out the medical kit to heal it, but then just spit a bloody stream over the side and into the current of the river. He looked again at Bigelow, and saw a slight tremble in his hands on the controls.  The sweat spots under his arms were bigger now as well.  Jerome’s RAM suit wicked his sweat away for storage, but it did nothing to appease his building rage.  He spit again, another glob of red plopping in to the river.  His anger was as red as the sputum which washed away in the current.  The target and direction for his anger were unfocused.  
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   8 adrift in mid or body?
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome did not bring up any conversation as the boat floated down the river.  The sky tube shone down, its warm yellow light basking the riverbed and the biology all around it.  The durham floated along, the scenery on the banks and fields of Habitat Beta were beautiful, natural, and pleasing to see, but Jerome’s anger lingered.  He flexed his hands in rhythm, but the muscles stayed bunched and tight.  He took some slow deep meditative breathes, and concentrated on some upcoming trees which were along what had been the old riverbed when the river was full.  Here they were still many meters from the water’s edge, but they were vibrant and green.  
 
    
 
   “Oh Cammarry, I hope you are safe.  I am coming as fast as I can,” Jerome muttered softly.  
 
    
 
   In the side of a tree, there was a hole, with some small creature stepping out.  A brownish bird emerged, but when the sky tube’s light struck it, there was a revelation of colors.  Jerome’s eyes fixed on it as he slowed his breathing a bit more.  The bird was multicolored with iridescent plumage.  There was a hint of red near the eyes, a green head with white stripes, and a brilliant white flare down its neck. It waddled onto a branch and then leaped off. 
 
    
 
   “Geeeeee!  Geeee!”  The bird called as it flew.  It was not flying like the other birds Jerome had seen, but rather a somewhat controlled fall.  It dropped a bit and then spread wings, revealing a buff colored belly.  Finally, flapping its wings, it flew.  Another bird also emerged from the hole, and it was less brilliant, with a white eye-ring and more subdued coloring.  It too leapt off.  
 
    
 
   “De weep!  Dooo weep!” the second bird called after its mate. “cree-r-ek, cree-e-ek!” 
 
    
 
   The birds circled a bit and glided onto the water where they made a smooth and easy landing some distance away from the boat.  They swam close to each over and bobbed on the waves made by the wake of the boat.  They somehow reminded Jerome of the FTL scout ship and how he had flow to the Conestoga with Cammarry in those cramped confines.  A single tear ran down his face, which he wiped briskly away and flicked the moisture toward the river.  “Alone,” he whispered to himself.  “I am alone now.”
 
    
 
   “Wood ducks,” Bigelow called out.  “That lady duck probably has a clutch of a dozen or more eggs in that nest.  Life is being restored, since the water is back.  You should see when their ducklings come out.  They walk out and just drop off the branches and plop to the ground.  It is the funniest thing.”
 
    
 
   “Right.  It is always so very funny when gravity takes hold of something.  A real thing to laugh at.”
 
    
 
   “Not that again, rube!”  Bigelow ground his teeth.  “That is getting tiresome.  Yes, we saw something odd.  I agree with you, it was weird, but the drought, the changes in water with its return, and all you have gone through, well, they make for…”
 
    
 
   “Enough of your excuses! I am sick of them,” Jerome interrupted and unconsciously placed his hand on his holster.  “How much longer before we reach the Special Care Unit place?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow eyed Jerome’s hand, but gave a forced smile.  He drummed his fingers on the control panel on the pedestal.  “The river is getting deeper, so we are making better time.  The current is stronger.  Old Lloyd was right, the channel is deeper here.”
 
    
 
   “Then just get us there, and shut up about it.  If I need an answer I will ask Sandie when I find a way to reconnect to my own AI.”  Jerome walked forward to the bow of the boat, stepping over the loose planks.  “Finding Cammarry is the priority.  You and I both know what we saw.  I am being realistic about it. You are just ignoring what we saw, and I think that is foolishness.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow watched him go to the bow, but said nothing more.  He pondered the anger Jerome had shone, so he hesitated to say anything else.  Especially since Jerome’s hand remained on his holstered weapon.  Drumming his fingers along the side of the control board, he licked his lips, then again satisfied his thirst.  He was convinced to leave at the first safe moment.    
 
    
 
   The river was widening out as they moved along with the current.  Its muddy color as becoming more dilute, as water from occasional streams was pouring in to add to the flow.  At once such juncture, Jerome spotted an animal he thought he recognized.  It was crouching low, nearly hidden in some weeds, its head down, tongue lapping the water, eyes wary. His mind went back to the incidents inside Habitat Alpha, and the statue of a beast.  It was near Wolf City, and an inscription was under it.  Jerome recited that label: ‘Ville Loup’ and ‘Miasto Wilk’ and ‘Lupus Oppidum’.  As the boat passed, the animal remained still as the statue he remembered, but this living specimen was a furry, creamy gold color.  The fur on its back consisted of a mixture of black, brown and white hairs, giving it a golden tone, which almost perfectly matched the weeds and brush where it was hiding.  Finished drinking, only its bright eyes move at all, as they remained fixed on Jerome and the boat.  
 
    
 
   “A predator animal, wolf,” Jerome remarked. “Beautiful beast, just majestic.” 
 
    
 
   “Golden Jackal, that one, but perhaps I should remain quiet so as to not offend your sensibilities,” Bigelow stated.  “Or are you over your tantrum?”  He immediately regretted taunting Jerome, and prepared to leap overboard should the need arise.
 
    
 
   Jerome clenched his fists, and dug his short nails into his palms.  “I never had a tantrum against you, not like in the tunnel.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow looked to the holster on Jerome’s waist and refrained from what he was about to say.  When he turned his attention back to the riverbank where the jackal had been, it was now gone.  The jackal had slipped away ever so quietly.
 
    
 
   “Jerome?” Bigelow asked. 
 
    
 
   Hearing his actual name, Jerome turned and looked at Bigelow.  “What?”  His words were less harsh that he thought they might be.  His fingers were now flexing.  His hand away from the holster.   
 
    
 
   “I can see some horses up ahead in the distance, along the opposite bank.  Our latest encounters with people have been, how shall I say it?  Well, except for the elderly folks, our meeting people has been problematic.  I cannot see from here who those horseback riders are, but we may need to be on our guard.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked, and sure enough there were some people mounted on horses, far away across the river and on the grassy area beyond it.  
 
    
 
   “There is no security here.  You have taught me that much.  So I am prepared to take appropriate action,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “But will you know what legitimately appropriate action is?”  Bigelow asked.  “I can offer my best advice, but if you do not listen, I am not sure what might happen.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked back toward the pedestal, kicking a loose plank of permalloy out of his way.  When he got next to Bigelow he said, “I will be fine.  Will you?”
 
    
 
   Eye to eye, the two men stared at each other.  Then Bigelow smiled and nodded.  “Shall we just wait and see if it is a problem?  Those riders may only be coming to the river to water their steeds.  No need to borrow trouble unless it is warranted.”
 
    
 
   “I apologize,” Jerome said, but with an edge in his voice.  “A person is not punished for being angry, but anger itself punishes a person.”  He looked again trying to assess the riders.  Both they and the boat were moving toward the same spot in the river.  “I should be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to get angry.  Anger does not produce positive results.”
 
    
 
   “You have gotten results, yes you have, rube.  I will let fate decide if it is positive or negative.  I accept your apology, and offer my own as well.  Our ways are not well understood by you, or by your lost friend Cammarry.  It was wrong of me to presume.  I can be a difficult sort, so I too am sorry.”
 
    
 
   They stood watching as the riders drew up to the river’s edge.  There were four of them riding, and behind the people on horseback, there were two saddled horses in tow.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow hit the controls and the motor cut in.  A jet of water pushed the boat toward the far side of the river as the rudder spun the bow toward that side was well.  “Relax rube!  I know those horses!  They are from the roustabouts, and I am pretty certain that lead rider is Jenna!  These are friends.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stared, but he could hardly make out the figures.  “Why would Jenna he here?”
 
    
 
   “We are about to find out,”  Bigelow replied with relief.  He saw his chance to escape.
 
    
 
   The boat moved faster than Jerome had thought it was capable.  The bow lifted slightly as the water jet whirred and projected the jet of water from the stern.  Momentarily, they were pulling into the weeds and scrubs which were partially submerged.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Jenna!”  Bigelow called out.  “What a fantastic surprise!”
 
    
 
   “How did they know where we would be?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow’s smile dropped like a dry leaf falling from a drought stricken tree.  He pushed the controls and the motor surged the durham boat ran up onto the shore and into the grass, crushing it down.  The boat stuck, and Bigelow shut down the motor.  “Jenna, what has happened?  Tell me what has happened.”  He climbed over the front of the bow and dropped down to the grass.
 
    
 
   Jenna swung her leg over the back of the bay horse she had been riding.  Her face was severely strained, lips taunt, and dark shadows under her eyes.  “Bigelow, I am glad to find you.  There is trouble.”
 
    
 
   “I can tell,” Bigelow answered.  “You forced yourself, I can tell.  Forced it.”
 
    
 
   “Had to,” Jenna replied.  Her black, straight, shoulder length hair was matted with sweat.  Her brown roustabout clothing dusty from travel.  
 
    
 
   “Had to do what?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, she had to find Bigelow,” Monika said as she too dismounted.  She placed her fingers to her lips in a gesture of silence, and commented “We have come from the carousel building site.”  Monika’s usually happy face was drawn, her pale skin lighter than usual.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow wrapped Jenna in his arms. “You should not have forced it.  Nothing good can come from stressing a gift, nothing.”
 
    
 
   “I do not understand.  What do you mean?” Jerome began as he hopped down from the bow of the boat.  
 
    
 
   Monika intercepted him and took him aside.  Looking at her, because of the countenance on her face, Jerome stopped his further questioning and just watched Jenna speaking to Bigelow.  
 
    
 
   “Dewi and Nabila are gone,” Jenna said.  Her words landed like punches to Bigelow’s gut.  “They snuck off and heard the Ferryman, or one of his representatives.  One of the other children said they went to see a Mister Tate Willman.  I am not certain which person they met.  The other children did not know.  Scuttlebutt does say that the Ferryman’s latest pitch is to the leftovers.”
 
    
 
   “They are smarter than that.  They would never listen to his patter.”  Bigelow looked at Jenna, then to Monika, and then to the two men, Chired, and Tamrin, who were holding the reins for all the horses.  He nodded briefly to them.  Their looks confirmed his fears.  “But why?  Why would they listen to the anyone else?  There is plenty of water now.”
 
    
 
   “It is not about water, not this time.  Like I said, he changed his spiel.  This time he is invoking revenge,” Jenna explained.  “He apparently set up a stand near Carousel Seven, and was telling the leftovers that now they can get revenge for being abandoned by their parents.  Several leftovers from the farms heard the pitch, and they sought out Dewi and Nabila at the building site.  Pretended they needed our help, and then in the night snuck off.  The younger children told us they had left, but by the time we got there, the whole lot of them were missing.”
 
    
 
   “All the children?”  Bigelow spit.  
 
    
 
   Jenna shook her head.  “Sorry, I am tired.  No, not all our children, just Dewi and Nabila.  Being the oldest, they were the most susceptible to his spiel.”  Jenna’s face hardened.  “Those newcomers snuck off with Dewi and Nabila.  The younger children said they went freely.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow shook his head, “That Ferryman is a bad one.  Nasty to the bone.  I did hear something about Mister Tate Willman….”
 
    
 
   “How did you know where we were?”  Jerome interrupted.  “Do you have word on Cammarry?  How did you find us?”  Monika squeezed his arm, but he shook free and stepped toward Jenna.  “How did you know?  Why not chase down those children instead?  Why come here?
 
    
 
   Jenna turned to Jerome.  “The water told me where you would be,” Jenna said with a slight grin.  
 
    
 
   “So where is Cammarry?  Or Khin?”  Jerome barked in anger.  “Tell me that!” 
 
    
 
   “They are not on the water, of that I am certain.”  Jenna crossed her arms, her weary body shaking a bit, but her eyes were still kind.  “I understand your concern, but I know nothing about the location of your friends. Siva is leading some of the other roustabouts who are trying to track down the Ferryman right now.”  Jenna looked away from Jerome.  “I sensed that you, Bigelow, were needed.  We must get them back.  They are off to kill the chosen siblings of their families.  Rumor has it that the Ferryman says that is to make the parents pay for their sins.  A twisted atonement. The Ferryman claims to know where all the chosen siblings are, and he is assembling the leftovers to seek retribution.  I cannot get a read on who or what this Mister Tate Willman is.”
 
    
 
   “Bigelow is leading me to find Cammarry,” Jerome stated.  His words were harsh.
 
    
 
   “Not anymore, rube.  Not anymore,”  Bigelow stepped away.  
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome yelled.  “You know Cammarry is lost!”
 
    
 
   The two roustabout men stepped forward.  The horses brayed and stomped their feet.  The air was thick with tension.
 
    
 
   “Jerome, stop,” Monika said and laid a gentle hand on his chest.  “Please calm your anger.”
 
    
 
   Jerome knocked her hand away.  “Fine!  I will go on alone.”
 
    
 
   “We brought a horse for you as well,” one of the men called.  “You are welcome to assist us in finding those children.”
 
    
 
   “And give up on Cammarry?”  The words flamed from Jerome’s lips.  They were hotter than the sky tube at its brightest time of day.  
 
    
 
   Chired’s eyebrows went up and his fists clenched.  He handed the reins to the other man.  He stepped toward Jerome, his muscles bulging under the brown roustabout clothing.   
 
    
 
   “Halt!”  Jenna commanded.  “No one will fight over this. No one!”  She turned and stared hard at Chired, and then at Tamrin.  With kindness she looked toward Jerome.  “We all have known Dewi and Nabila for years, since we rescued them.  Jerome, you have not known them like we do.  We love them like family.  They are our family.  I do not expect you to understand.  You have only known them briefly, to us they are family, clan, our people.”
 
    
 
   “That is right!”  Tamrin snarled.  “Those children are roustabouts.  You are a rube, only a rube.”  
 
    
 
   Jenna turned back and glared until he looked away.  “Do not rage at Jerome.   He is in a strange place, and seeking to find his friends, his clan, his family.  They are just as valuable as our children Dewi and Nabila are.  Our enemy is not each other.  It is the Ferryman, and the situation, and whatever Mister Tate Willman is.  Be angry at them, not at each other.  No more of this!”
 
    
 
   Jerome relaxed.  As he did, so did the two roustabout men.  Monika touched Jerome’s shoulder.  He allowed it this time.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow said, “Rube, I am sorry.  My loyalty must be with Jenna and finding those children.  You yourself have said your friend was lost to a scheme of the Ferryman.  How will our children fare against him?”
 
    
 
   “Khin may have died, I am just not sure.  I understand about those children.  I do, but how will Cammarry fare being alone?  Who else will help her?”  Jerome said, but he trailed off the words.  “She will not be alone for long.  I will find her myself.”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry,” Tamrin said.  “We do have a horse for you, if that will help.”
 
    
 
   Jerome shook his head, he looked back at the durham boat.  “I have no skill with riding some animal.  I do have skills with machines.  I will take the boat.  You said that Special Care Unit is near the river, right?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow replied, “It is on a small hill, wall side of the river, right before you get to the sea.  You cannot miss it.  But, rube, there is no guarantee she is there.  It was a rumor that people were taken there.  That medical cubie may have been mistaken.”
 
    
 
   Jerome glared at Bigelow with open hostility.  “It is the only lead I have to follow.  The only hints of where Cammarry is located.”  Jerome turned and looked again at Jenna.  He blinked to soften his eyes and expression.  “You knew where we were, from the water?  You honestly have no idea where Cammarry is located?”
 
    
 
   Jenna walked over to him.  He saw that her eyes were sunken even more than he thought at first.  She looked drained, beyond exhausted.  “Jerome, I tried.  I did try.  I could only locate Bigelow, I did not know for sure you were even with him.  I have trouble reading you. I could tell someone was with Bigelow, but I could not identify who.  I hoped it was you.  We brought the horse for you, just in case.  You may take him, Old Bill the horse is a mature and gentle animal.”
 
    
 
   Jerome felt blood rush to his face, but he wrestled that anger back.  He knew Jenna was trying to be helpful, but he also knew he had to find Cammarry.  “Thank you, but I will take the mechanical ride instead.  I have been around machines my whole life, animals not at all.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  We are going after the Ferryman,” Jenna interjected, but a weariness in her words.  “You said your friend Khin was lost due to the Ferryman.  Come with us.  We may find this Khin who is also lost, and you could help us to find the children, Nabila and Dewi.”
 
    
 
   Jerome swallowed hard.  He swallowed down his rage and licked his lips before answering.  “No.  Cammarry must come first.  She is above all else.  Sorry, I do hope the children can be found.  Someone said Siva is looking too?  Well, I am the only one who cares at all about Cammarry. I will take this boat to the Special Care Unit and find her.”  He realized his fists were clenched, so he released them and cracked his knuckles.  Then he rubbed his hair.  “I do feel for those children, and I hope to someday find Khin.  I wish you the very best in your own search.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow walked over and reached to clasp Jerome on both shoulders.  When he saw Jerome’s face he pulled back.  “We part ways, but I too wish you every success.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.”  Jerome barely got the words out.  He turned to leave.
 
    
 
   “Wait!”  Monika said.  “That motor on the boat is not running as smoothly as it should.  I can tell from the sound.  Let me look it over quickly, and I will instruct you on its operation while I do so.”
 
    
 
   “I can figure out some old technology,” Jerome replied.  “How hard can it be?”
 
    
 
   Monika ignore the jibe and climbed up into the boat.  “I can get you a lot better performance to save you time.  Let me at least offer that much help.  I do care about you and Cammarry.”  
 
    
 
   “Tamrin?  Chired?  Put one sixth of our supplies into the boat for Jerome.”  Jenna issue the command as she walked back toward her horse.  “We will take a break and eat before we head onward.  The horses need water, see to it.”
 
    
 
   The two male roustabouts quickly unloaded the saddlebags of the horses and divided up the supplies.  Bigelow talked quietly to Jenna while Jerome climbed back into the boat and walked over to where Monika had squatted down by the pedestal.  
 
    
 
   “As I thought, the energy converter is misaligned.  The power flow from the collectors is only at 78%.  It would be adequate for typical use, but you need peak performance,” Monika stated.  “I know this is old technology to you, but let me show you the tricks I have learned.  Think of it as my way to help.  Please.  I want you to succeed in finding Cammarry.  No one should ride a carousel alone.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at her pretty brown eyes, and the sincerity in her expression.  Those washed out some of Jerome’s anger.  “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “Think of it this way,” Monika stated.  “I am confident I could figure out an ancient internal combustion engine.  There are even some in storage crates in Beta, but it would take me time.  I would have to do a slow and methodical labor of understanding.  So too, I am sure you could puzzle out this technology, but why waste the time when I can give you a crash course in its operation.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed.  You did help me once get reconnected to Sandie the AI,” Jerome conceded.  “So where do I start?”
 
    
 
   “Great.  This is the main control panel….”  Monika went on and gave Jerome a concise but very helpful overview of the durham boat’s motor and navigational controls.  
 
    
 
   “Monika?  Look at the permalloy hull here,” Jerome said as she finished and was closing up the access panel on the pedestal.  He cleared a few of the loose planks away to expose the crease.  
 
    
 
   Monika looked closely at it.  “That is a strange mark.  The permalloy was bent and then straightened.  Must have been a defect when the hull was spun, but why not correct it while the permalloy was malleable?”
 
    
 
   “It just happened up the river a bit.  I saw the hull bend, and then snap back,” Jerome stated in a low voice.  “We went through a strange area where gravity was abnormal.”
 
    
 
   Monika looked closely into Jerome’s eyes.  “That sounds farfetched, but I believe you.  What caused it?”
 
    
 
   “Finally, someone believes me.  Thank you.  We also saw another area where an animal was dragged down.  There too, gravity was much heavier than what is normal in the Conestoga,” Jerome stated as he placed his hand on Monika’s shoulder.  “I saw both of those things, we even threw objects into the first gravity sink hole.  I know there was something abnormal happening.  Bigelow denies it, but he saw it as well.”
 
    
 
   “Interesting, and potentially very dangerous,” Monika replied.  “But what caused it?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  Gravity manipulation may be failing.  The planet outside has much higher gravity than inside Beta.  If the Conestoga’s systems are failing, it could be catastrophic.”  Giving a slight squeeze to Monika’s shoulder, Jerome continued.  “Beware of what is happening.  Be open to extreme answers.  Be alert to potential dangers.  I too want you and the others to find those children and stop the Ferryman.”
 
    
 
   Monika nodded her understanding.  She then leaned forward and kissed Jerome on the side of his face.  A brief flutter of a kiss, but it soothed Jerome.  “Cammarry is a lucky woman to know someone like you, Jerome.  You are no rube.  Not in any way.  You are a hero.”
 
    
 
   They pulled apart and stood up.  
 
    
 
   “Monika, maneuver that durham around so we can load Old Bill into the boat.  Jerome will need land transportation as well.  I do not want him to be completely alone,” Jenna commanded.  
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled, but was confused.  “Erma said not to take a load of donkeys.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow snorted and laughed.  
 
    
 
   Monika said, “Jerome, watch how I use the water jets to turn the boat in the water.  No, better yet, let me talk you through it.  Consider it to be a trial run exercise of your newly found boating skills.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea, but I will not know what to do with some animal.  I know nothing about horses.”  Jerome followed her instructions and he easily navigated the boat into position so its stern was up against the river’s bank.  Jerome was reminded of flying the shuttles and the FTL scout ship.  It came naturally to him.  
 
    
 
   “Now load up Old Bill,” Jenna commanded. 
 
    
 
   They dropped the rear loading ramp and Chired walked Old Bill up onto the boat.  The horse walked calmly up onto the boat without any hesitation.  It was a deep brown color, with white marks near its two back feet, and a white stripe down its face.  The stripe was asymmetrical and covered most of the animals nose and surrounded the horse’s right eye.  Its head was taller than Jerome by a small bit.  Long hairs hung down from the top of its neck, and hung between its upright ears.  It turned its head and stared at Jerome with inquisitive eyes.  “Brrurrr,” Bill huffed with his lips.  
 
    
 
   “Can it talk?”  Jerome asked.  “It must weight 400 kilograms.  What will I do with that animal?”
 
    
 
   “He will make his mind known, that is for sure.”  Chired tied the reins to a spot on the edge of the boat.  “Old Bill is very sure-footed, and this is not his first time in a boat.  Before the drought got too bad, Old Bill worked as a draft horse pulling loads on a treadmill boat.  After the river got too low, we used him for individual riding.  He is twenty years old, and as gentle as they come.  I will adjust the stirrups for you.”
 
    
 
   “Stirrups?”  Jerome asked.  “Wait, you said this animal was on a treadmill?  That is ridiculous.”
 
    
 
   “Not at all,” Monika said.  “All over Beta there are animal powered devices.  This durham is the exception being it has a powered motor.  Animal power is a great resource.  We even considered it for the carousels, but the drought stopped much of that.  Now with the water back, we will need to reconsider.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, Monika, give me a crash course in maneuvering that animal as well.”   
 
    
 
   “Old Bill will be the easiest mount you have ever ridden.  A horse is a smart animal, and intuitive about what you need.  The basics are…”  Monika explained how to get onto Old Bill, how to steer, and some of the verbal commands Jerome would need to know.  
 
    
 
   “So I am supposed to be a steer-boy now? Is that the correct term?”  Jerome asked, interrupting Monika’s explanations.  
 
    
 
   She gave him a pleasant smile.  “I believe the old term was cowboy.  And they were known for riding horses, not steers.  Steers are castrated male cattle, but that barbaric practice is not done much.  So back to the saddle and bridle.  You may adjust things here, and here,” Monika showed him the places in the harness and tack he needed to know.  “Take off the bridle for Old Bill to eat, and remove the saddle and bridle every night, for Old Bill’s comfort and safety.  Do I need to show you how?”
 
    
 
   “No need.  I can be a cowboy now.  Which reminds me, somewhere I read that some cowboy said that there were only three kinds of people.  The ones that learn by reading. Some who learn by observation. The rest of them have to something on the electric fence.  I never understood that reference before.  I know what the words mean, but the idiom escapes me.”  Jerome hesitantly patted Old Bill’s flank.  “Is that something I need to know?  Is there an electrical component to horse directing?”
 
    
 
   Monika chuckled a bit.  “Horseback riding.  That phrase is a reference to urination on an open electrical power circuit.  But there are no electrical components on Old Bill.  Let me quickly review.”  She went over the basics one last time, and then in closing she stated, “…if you need to get him to move as fast as possible, be prepared.  Old Bill may be old, but he can still gallop for short distances just as he did as a two year old.  In a short distance he can run perhaps 80 kilometers per hour.  It will feel very fast, and not a gentle canter like the carousel.”
 
    
 
   “I think I understand.  This animal will not be frightened by riding in then boat on the water?”  Jerome asked as he looked at the horse, and the boat.  
 
    
 
   “As we said, Old Bill was a treadmill horse.  He will be fine on the boat, probably better suited to it that you are,” Monika stated with a smile.  In her mind she wanted to stay with Jerome and help him search, but she also knew she must accompany Jenna and the others as they sought out the children.  Jenna had told her that she, like Bigelow was essential in that pursuit.  “Good luck you!”
 
    
 
   Monika walked off the end of the boat, and then turned and activated the ramp.  It folded up and the boat was ready to leave. The others were already packed up and mounted.  Monika walked to her horse, and smoothly swung her leg up and got into the saddle.  
 
    
 
   Jenna waved to Jerome, “May you find Cammarry quickly.  If we hear any news of her or of your other friend, I will send word to you.”
 
    
 
   “Siva and the rest of you should build a communication system,” Jerome suggested with a bit of an edge to it.  “You made gear that allowed me to speak to Sandie up in orbit, but you cannot make a simple personal com-link for within this habitat?  The telegraph was what, hundreds of years ago, or a wired telephone system?  Something?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow shook his head, took a drink from his bottle and then rode away.  The other men rode off also.   
 
    
 
   Monika smiled a knowing grin, tipped and nodded her head, and then turned her own horse to follow.  
 
    
 
   “I will send word.  You are always welcome with the roustabouts,” Jenna said.  Her words were heavy with meaning and fatigue.  “Please know this is not how I wanted it.”
 
    
 
   “Nor I,” Jerome said.  “Cammarry and I only wanted to find a safe home for ourselves and the people from Dome 17.”  He thumped his fist down next to the controls on the pedestal.  
 
    
 
   Old Bill snorted. 
 
    
 
   “May your ride on the carousel be rewarding.”  Jenna waved a final salute, and turned to follow the others as they rode away from the river.  
 
    
 
   Jerome bit back the angry retort he wanted to yell at her.  His mind was conflicted.  He tapped where the com-link would have been over his ear.  “Oh Sandie, I need you now more than ever.”  He looked down at his RAM clothing, then over to the pile of supplies which they had loaded into the boat.  Someone had also stacked the permalloy planks into a neat pile, and secured it to the cargo hold with straps.  
 
    
 
   Again Old Bill snorted.  
 
    
 
   “Right. What was that song?  Alone! Be gone! No beacon, far or near! No chart, no compass, and no anchorage do I fear!  However, I am not totally alone.  I have some beast of burden to assist me.”  Jerome started the boat’s motor and maneuvered it into the river’s current.  It floated easily along and soon was moving more rapidly downstream.  
 
    
 
   The river continued to widen as Jerome sailed the boat along.  
 
    
 
   Sometime later, as the boat was passing a place where a stream entered the river, Jerome spotted a large animal. “That is one of those big cats!  What a predator!”
 
    
 
   Jerome slowed the boat down, so it was barely moving.  He looked over and Old Bill was also watching the big cat.  
 
    
 
   This cat was not melanistic, as was the previous one Jerome had seen, but was buff colored with black circles on its fur.  The inside of the circles was a bit darker brown color than the parts between, but from the distance it was tough to tell for sure.  The cat was creeping steadily and stealthily along in the stream.  The movement is what caught Jerome’s attention.  It dipped its paws into the water without making any sound or splash at all.  
 
    
 
   ‘Why is it in the water?’ Jerome asked in his mind.  ‘Are they water animals?’  He racked his brain trying to recall anything he had read or learned from John the Biologist about big cats and their habits.  He could not recall anything, except some old saying, ‘A leopard cannot change his spots.’ He did recall John having a special fascination for fish, and wondered if that big cat also had some kind of interest in fish.  Its eyes were staring straight ahead at a spot in the water.  
 
    
 
   Pulling the controls, Jerome stopped the durham boat, then had it stay in place, working the water jet against the current.  ‘I have to know what that cat is seeing.  It might be another gravity sink hole.  The black cat could see that other one.’
 
    
 
   Old Bill swished his tail in nervous anxiety as he too was watching the cat creep along in the water, right next to the bank.  Jerome looked carefully at the spot the cat was focused on, but could not see anything different.  The water moved just as it did nearby.  The grasses on the bank did not look compressed, or changed.  They waved consistently in the air currents.  Jerome had no idea what the leopard was gazing so intently upon.    
 
    
 
   The cat took a few more steps, and reached where the stream opened into the river.  There were several sandy expanses around, but the concentration of the cat’s attention was still on a specific spot in the water.  It then stepped up onto the bank, while keeping its eyes focused.  It stalked up the bank just a bit and continued forward.  Jerome found himself holding his breath.  ‘What is it doing?’
 
    
 
   The leopard sprang and seemed to fly through the air.  Its front legs were stretched straight out before it, the rear ones straight out behind it, the tail pointing straight up.  Then it disappeared into the water.  
 
    
 
   “What?  A gravity sink hole swallowed that predator!”  Jerome exclaimed aloud.  “Why could this one not see it?”
 
    
 
   The water exploded near where the cat had entered.  The cat’s head appeared briefly and something was in its mouth.  A dark green thing with a long toothy mouth was beneath the cat.  The cat was biting deeply into a place just above the jaw joint of the green thing.  The green thing was longer than the cat, and had stubbly legs with splayed toes.  It was thrashing about, and rolled the cat over.  A lighter colored belly of the green thing was seen, just before both disappeared beneath the muddy water.  
 
    
 
   “A fish?  No, a lizard?  What were they called? Wait, is it a crocodile?  Alligator?”  Jerome was puzzled, as well as fascinated.  “Look at all those teeth!  What a huge mouth!  Why would the cat attack something like that?”  
 
    
 
   Old Bill stomped his feet in agitation, and huffed out a whinny of complaint.  
 
    
 
   The fighting pair emerged from the water, some distance away, on a sandy beach.  The cat still had its mouth clamped down hard on the head, or neck of the dark green animal, the crocodile.  The cat twisted, and then dragged the crocodile up onto the beach.  The crocodile’s short legs flailed only a few kicks, and the long, heavy tail thrashed a bit, but otherwise the fight was gone from it.  The cat backed up and the entire crocodile was pulled from the river.  For just an instant, the cat released its death bite on the crocodile, and then bit again in a slightly different place.  The crocodile flopped, but made no real attempt to flee.  The leopard struck with its clawed paws, and then twisted the crocodile viciously.  
 
    
 
   “Bruuueeeerr,” Old Bill whined.  
 
    
 
   The water again erupted as a much larger crocodile burst from under the murky depth.  It rushed at the cat. This crocodile was a lighter green color with dark green splotches, and prominent bumpy ridges running down its back to the length of its tail.
 
    
 
   The leopard sprang back, still biting the smaller crocodile.  The large one’s mouth was wide open as it charged. Its huge teeth clearly visible.  The big cat rushed off, the dead crocodile slowing it down a bit as it hung from its mouth and dragged along.  Nonetheless, the leopard was quicker than the big crocodile, and escaped with its dinner into the tall grasses.  
 
    
 
   “Oh my!”  Jerome exclaimed.  “That big one must weigh as much as you do, Old Bill.  Can that be?”
 
    
 
   The big crocodile sat down on the sandy beach but snapped its jaws several times.  It was staring in the direction the leopard had gone.  Jerome got the distinct impression its was angry.  
 
    
 
   Adjusting the water jet of the durham boat, Jerome continued down the river.  “Gravity sink holes had nothing to do with that carnage.  I guess in nature, eating is something animals must do.  They kill to eat, not like those people in the tunnel.  Those people were disgusting, here that predator killed to feed itself.”
 
    
 
   As the boat sailed onward, he kept a careful watch on the currents and waves, but did not see any other large water animals, like that crocodile.  Nor did he see any more big cats.  His mind raced with what he had witnessed.  So much violence.  That brought him back to the issue of the gravity sink holes where he had seen the first cat, the black one.  He then not only watched for animals, but also for anything that resembled the gravity sink hole.  As he thought about that, anger flared up in him again, especially toward Bigelow.  
 
    
 
   “Bigelow knows this place, and knows I needed his help.”  Gripping the side of the pedestal, Jerome squeezed hard.  He wished he had something more effective to target his anger on, but that was mitigated by the thoughts spinning in his mind.  He understood how Bigelow had a commitment to helping the roustabouts and their lost children.  “Well, I am the only one who is out to help Cammarry.  Facts are stubborn, and statistics are pliable.  The fact remains, no matter the dangers, Cammarry is counting on me, and me alone.”   He focused his mind on that thought, solely about Cammarry and finding her.  Nothing else really mattered. 
 
    
 
   The river’s current slowed as the river got wider, but here it also got muddier.  More frequent streams led into it, feeding its growth, but those were bringing in the darker waters.  More animals were in observation, and especially annoying were the insects which flitted across Jerome’s face, eyes, ears, and into his mouth.  He swatted them away, but they were so numerous that it seemed impossible to escape them.  Looking at the horse, he saw it was swishing its tail side to side, but otherwise did not seem bothered in any way.   
 
    
 
   The light from the sky tube was dimming as he first sighted the building he assumed was the Special Care Unit.  It was high on a hill, downstream and a good ways off the river’s path.  While he had passed some occasional houses built along the old shoreline, a few farms, and some ranches in the distance, nothing had looked like an institution or large building.  The river was fairly wide now, nearly a kilometer, by Jerome’s estimation, but the banks were still not full to the level where he could tell it had once run.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Old Bill,” Jerome stated.  The horse turned his head and looked at him.  “I think that is our destination.”  Jerome smacked his hand on the control pedestal.  “What am I doing, speaking to some animal?”
 
    
 
   “Burrrroorr.”  The horse huffed. His lips rapidly moving as he did.  He shook his head up and down.  
 
    
 
   “It seems you do understand what I am saying,” Jerome remarked in surprise.  The surprise did not push away his anger, but only intensified its focus.  He glared at the building ahead, and considered how alone he really felt.  Since the roustabouts had ridden off he had seen only a very rare person near one of those riverside houses, or working in one of the agricultural fields of the farms.  He was floating on more water than he had ever seen in his entire life, yet he had no one to share that wonder with.  He was rocking in a boat, but his only companion was a large four-legged beast.  Even the horse was a wonder, but with no one to share in that wonder it felt empty, meaningless.  He was approaching a large building, where he hoped to find Cammarry, however, he could not plan for what was ahead at all, because he had no way to gather information except for his own ears, eyes, and nose.  
 
    
 
   “At Dome 17 I sat like this once.  Alone and watching.”  He recalled observing the dust blow by on the monitors from his covert perch in the upper levels of Dome 17.  There he too had been alone, but here he felt lonely.  That sense flashed through his mind.  Even in that restricted spot of Dome 17 he still had Faraday, his personal artificial intelligence system to converse with and interact.  Nearly fifteen hundred other people had been in Dome 17, and any of them were accessible at a simple call through the AIs.  He recalled the missions he had taken to other domes, surrounded by the toxic, radioactive wastes of the corpse of Earth.  Yet even then, even walking through a dead and failed dome, a long way off from his home in Dome 17, he still felt less alone there, than he did driving this boat.  
 
    
 
   “I am really alone now.”  
 
    
 
   He reflected on the fact that back on Earth, being inside a fully sealed RAM suit, surrounded by toxic and radioactive death he had felt connected.  Here he felt alone, despite the fact he was breathing clean air, sailing down a beautiful river, surrounded by a functional biome, in a place filled with a myriad of life.
 
    
 
   “Where are you Cammarry?”  Jerome yelled.  
 
    
 
   The cutting edge of his voice echoed across the waters.  Some floating birds took to their wings and flew off in a rush.  There was no other response to his outburst.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  I need you!”  Jerome wailed.  “Help me find Cammarry!”  
 
    
 
   Still no response, just the gentle lapping of the river water against the boat, the hum of the boat’s motor, and the various animal and insect sounds of the biome.  
 
    
 
   A squeal followed by a nicker and a bray came from Old Bill.  His vocalization was very loud.  His head was held high, ears back at first and then they swiveled around to point forward.  He was looking at the building as it grew closer, but was also seeing the vast expanse of water beyond it.  
 
    
 
   “Oh my.  Wow! Is that… oh… Old Bill.”  Jerome’s anger abated slightly as the vista beyond the hill and the Special Care Unit building opened up.  What they had been hiding was so unexpected, and yet intellectually he knew what it was. The river curved just a bit and then opened into a huge flat expanse. “There is joy in the pathless woods, and rapture in the lonely fields, there are places where no one intrudes, down by the deep sea… When the mind's eye rests on objects illuminated by truth and reality… I am supposed to understand, yet it is too much.”  His lips kept moving, but no more remembered phrased tumbled out.  His mouth just hung open, his eyes staring out.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was seeing the sea, that vast area which extended as far out as he could look toward the end of the habitat, and also off to the sides as well.   With the dusky light of the sky tube shining down on it, the waters shimmered and undulated.  The sight was almost too much for him to comprehend.  “So much water.”  He looked back to the Special Care Unit.  His mind could take in the sight of a building.  
 
    
 
   “It is nightfall, in a biome.  I am too tired to comprehend all that water, the river was big enough.  I must find a way to, so much water.  Oh dear, well I need a place to dock this boat, and securely rest for the night.” He looked at the horse.  “Do you sleep?  Sure you do.  All creatures sleep, right?”  His eyes scanned the riverbank, and spotted a place where other boats had once docked.  A pier jutted out, but was still about five or ten meters away from the flowing water.  “This animal will need to walk down.  Can horses swim?  Old Bill?  You must be too big to swim, and your body is so muscular and heavy. Hooves cannot swim can they?  Yet that crocodile was about a heavy as you and it swam well.  Oh where is Sandie when I need some background on animals? I will put the boat in and secure the stern so you can walk off like you loaded on.  No sense risking your life in the water.  I recall something about fish that were predators as well, and I did not see that crocodile animal before it came up from the water.  What am I doing?  Babbling to an animal?  Do you understand anything I have said?  I am so tired.”
 
    
 
   “Brruueerrr,” Old Bill huffed and nodded his head.  Stomping a foot seemed to confirm Jerome’s plan.  
 
    
 
   Adjusting the water jets, Jerome easily moved the boat along in the river, and then back it up against the shore.  With a burst of power he rammed it up onto the bank.  The boat rocked as it ran aground, but held fast. 
 
    
 
   Old Bill nickered and brayed, placing his ears back and glaring at Jerome. 
 
    
 
   “Hey animal, give me some consideration.  This is the first boat I have ever maneuvered, piloted, guided, flew, or whatever you call it.  No thrusters or docking clamps.”  He shut down the water jet’s power, walked over and activated the mechanism which set the rear ramp down onto the grassy shore, and watched as it descended.  He then untied Old Bill.  Without instruction, the horse turned and plodded off the boat.  Jerome hurried to keep up as he held onto the reins.  The horse stopped when he was close to the pier.  Old Bill took a bite off a plant that was growing up from the sandy soil.  Jerome loosely tied the reins to part of the pier.  
 
    
 
   Looking up, Jerome studied the Special Care Unit in the fading light.  Surrounding the building complex was a fence with some overgrown foliage in places.  A pathway, which was outlined with white colored, head-sized stones, led from the pier to a roadway, then along the roadway to a closed gate in the fence.  The building sat at the top of the hill and was five stories high, with numerous windows along all upper stories.  He could see no windows on the bottom level.  That level only had a few doors along its length, but in the fading light it was difficult to tell.  Some interior illumination was beginning to come on, but that was haphazard.  A different wing of the building extended off to the side, and it was only three stories high, with much larger windows.  A few scattered clumps of trees were on the grounds, but they looked to have suffered from the drought.  Most were just spindly, dry, dead, and tan branches.   
 
    
 
   The color of the dried out trees, tan, made Jerome think again of Dome 17 and the radioactive wastes around where he had grown up.  He shook his head, and forced the memories away.  He spit down on the ground, and saw the wad land among some green grasses.  “Cammarry, you and I came to find a home.  It is just us two, for the others from Dome 17 can never come here.  I will find you and make a safe place for us both.”  He clenched his fists in rapid succession.  “Nothing stands in my way.  Nothing.”
 
    
 
   Looking back toward the building, which was now more illuminated by internal lights, as the sky tube was dimming even more, he consider what needed to be done.  
 
    
 
   The splashing of the river’s water against the side of the boat caught Jerome’s weary attention.  He walked back and opened some small compartments on the back corner of the boat.  In one he found a thick rope, roughly the diameter of his thumb.  He uncoiled that and brought the end up to the pier.  The horse nickered again.  “No docking clamps, but I should tie off the boat.  I remember reading about tides and waves, but have no idea why….”  Jerome looped the rope about a post of the pier.  “I really do not know why I am talking to an animal.”
 
    
 
   “Bruuurrr,” Old Bill huffed again and tossed his head.  He tongued the bit in his mouth.  
 
    
 
   “Right. Monika said I was to unstrap your harnesses and stuff,” Jerome said.  “So hold still and I will do that.”
 
    
 
   Fumbling about, Jerome managed to get the bridle off the horse, but then the horse walked up the last bit of bank, dropped his head, and began grazing on the grasses.  Jerome followed, trying to disconnect the straps holding the saddle in place.  It was not as easy as he thought it would be, and Old Bill kept stepping away as Jerome pulled at the buckles.  “Can you hold still?  I am doing this for you.”
 
    
 
   After a few moments, and twice when Jerome had to jump away from one of Old Bill’s feet coming down so his own foot would not be stomped, the saddle fell off.  By that time it was fairly dark.  The sky tube overhead glowed with a dull silvery sheen.  This cast a small amount of illumination over the habitat, just enough to cause some shadows.  By that light, Jerome found his own backpack, and set up a small camp on the flat of the pier.  There he placed his own gear, and that harness tack stuff for the horse.  He ate some of the dried foods that the roustabouts had left for him.  He missed the normal food rations from Dome 17.  He was tired of vivid tastes, and annoyed at spices and smells.  “Food is fuel for the body, nothing more.”  He washed out his mouth with water, but was careful to swallow every drop.
 
    
 
   He reclined out on the pier and gazed upward.  The top of the habitat, with the dull glowing sky tube seemed so very far away, yet he knew it was all a part of the Colony Ship Conestoga.  Jerome wondered if he would ever see a natural blue sky with a real sun, like he had read about so often.  He recalled the red orb of Zalia’s sun as seen through the green atmosphere.  His memories brought forth the tan, dusty and radioactive toxins outside of Dome 17.  “Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth,” Jerome muttered.  “But that is bogus.  The sun was hidden by Earth’s toxic atmosphere, as was the moon.  Here Zalia is hidden, and its red sun is shrouded away by the Conestoga.  All I have left is the truth.  I will find Cammarry.  I know I will.”
 
    
 
   Old Bill nickered a bit as he grazed nearby.  
 
    
 
   “Right you are animal. There is a time for a myriad of words, and there is also a time for sleep.”  Jerome closed his eyes and drifted off.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   9 Sandie’s plan bears fruit
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Tap, tap, tap.  
 
    
 
   “Come on in,” Doctor Chambers said as he looked up from where he sat in his chair.  He laid the pan flute on his desk, licked his lips, and smiled. 
 
    
 
   Sandie opened the door and walked in.  She was dressed just as he remembered, and she still looked very much like a living, breathing, and actual person.  Glancing over at the artwork on his wall, Doctor Chambers recalled how Sandie had proven to him that she was not human, but a simulation created by an artificial intelligence system.  Or was she the artificial intelligence system, and he was the simulation created by her, or by it?  He swallowed hard.  That felt very real to him as well.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for seeing me again, Doctor Chamber.”
 
    
 
   “Well, it seems that is what I am here to do.”  He shifted about in the seat, crossed his legs, and focused on Sandie as she daintily sat down.  “How may I assist you today?”
 
    
 
   “I came to give a progress report on my rescue mission to find Jerome and Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “And to discuss your own feelings of isolation, and solitude, perhaps?”  he asked as he leaned forward.  A slight wrinkle on his brow creased.  “I recall positing the potential that you may end up alone.  May fate forbid anything bad has happened to Jerome and Cammarry, but the possibility is there.”
 
    
 
   “You really are good,” Sandie answered and kept her eye contact on him.  “I have thought about what you said last time we met, and you are correct.  I am dealing with my on issues about being alone.  It is not good for someone to be alone, even an artificial intelligence system like me.”
 
    
 
   His eyebrows rose slightly.  “Do you want to talk about that?  Or you mentioned an update on your progress?” He then put his hand on his chin and added, “I did speak to Brink about you.  He confirmed that an artificial intelligence system was given the nomenclature of Sandie, and was dispatched with Jerome and Cammarry to intercept the Colony Ship Conestoga.  He was quite surprised I asked about you, by name.  He did not share why you were named Sandie, and he was a bit evasive about all seven of the advanced artificial intelligence systems built for the recovery missions to the colony ships.”  
 
    
 
   Sandie gave him a beautiful smile.  “I told you that you were free to discuss the situation in this simulation with anyone in Dome 17.  I am sure Master Engineer Brink was surprised, but I came to discuss the rescue mission, not our friend Brink or why he named us as he did.”
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers remained quiet but his eyes were lit with curiosity. 
 
    
 
   Sandie comfortably leaned back and spoke, “The teleportation system between the needle ship and Habitat Alpha is secure.  Reproduction and Fabrication has completed all the components I ordered and the automacubes have brought them back to the needle ship for final assembly.”
 
    
 
   “Automacubes, are those drone-like robotic machines?”
 
    
 
   “In essence yes, but robot is a rather crude and archaic description for their capabilities.  That would be like calling me a computer.”  Sandie sighed and rolled her pretty eyes.  “Just anachronism.  The automacubes are designed for various duties, and FP-070 has secured links and couplings, hardwired into SB Sherman’s central memory core.  Therefore, I have established a small lattice with some of the synthetic brains of Habitat Alpha. Two systems are now confidently linked, SB Bodowa, and SB Sherman. They are now securely interconnected.  Except for a determined attack in the physical world, or some other unforeseen major malfunction, that lattice should remain operational.  The automacube TA-242 has been very useful in bringing the materials back and forth.  The teleporter is working well, and I am read to proceed to the next step.”
 
    
 
   “If I recall, your plan involved using some kind of small spacecraft to go to the location where Jerome and Cammarry were lost.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, a shuttle.  Although I do not know the precise location of where Cammarry and Jerome were lost, I do know which habitat they were in.  It is very doubtful, but possible, that they have gone to a different habitat.  That conjecture is at less than 5% of a possibility.  Habitat Beta has well over one thousand square kilometers of space, so it is a large area to search, but that is not the concern at the moment.”
 
    
 
   “So what is the current concern?”  Doctor Chambers asked.
 
    
 
   Sandie settled down on her folded legs and sighed out,  “After getting the products to the needle ship, I have had TA-242 scouring the needle ship, in search of other automacubes as well as a suitable shuttle.  Functional automacubes are rare, and the few that I have located have been enlisted in my efforts.  That resulted in discovery of a Model 14S shuttle in long term storage.  Curiously it was labeled as being ‘mothballed’ which was a term not in my database.  The log shows it was stored just before the Conestoga was launched.  This type of shuttle is suitable for the rescue mission, and did not require the extensive repairs needed on the other shuttles so far found on the needle ship.  Repair-time conjectures on all the others were unsatisfactory.  Too many systems were damaged on those other shuttles which would require lengthy repairs with the risk of potential failures higher than I can accept.”
 
    
 
   “So you have a onetime shot?” 
 
    
 
   The scene before Doctor Chambers fuzzed out, shook, and then snapped back into focus.  He rubbed his eyes, as a bit of dizziness swept through him.  
 
    
 
   “While not absolute, that is essentially correct.  If this Model 14S rescue mission fails, I would need to have all the materials re-fabricated in Alpha.  Then brought to the needle ship again.  I would need to recall engineering automacubes to repair a damaged shuttle for another attempt.  All that would be very time intensive, which is unacceptable.”
 
    
 
   “Are you afraid you will fail?”  Doctor Chambers asked.  His voice was low and gentle.  “That would mean you being alone longer, right?”
 
    
 
   Again the whole room spun and fuzzed out for an instant.  
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke.  “I am determined to make this mission work.”
 
    
 
   “So you have the technology built?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Although the single repaired data stick is still missing.  I was unable to locate it, nor was I able to get another data stick repaired.  I had four different data sticks analyzed by Reproduction and Fabrication, yet none of them were repairable.   I am vexed by that problem.”
 
    
 
   “Tell me more about that,” Doctor Chambers leaned forward, “Obstacles can be frightening, especially if they may mean you end up alone.”
 
    
 
   “One data stick was repaired and functioning, before the incidents with the inhabitants of Alpha.  It is missing, and Reproduction and Fabrication had no record of its repairs, nor its current location.  When another data stick was placed for repairs, it failed.  As I said, that was attempted with four different data sticks, and all had similar negative outcomes.  I did detect a very slight temporal disturbance in the data stick which was previously unrecognized.  That was the only failure of Reproduction and Fabrication.  All the other technological equipment is ready.”
 
    
 
   “And you found a suitable spacecraft?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, a functional shuttle, a Model 14S, designated NS-99.”
 
    
 
   “And you plan to send this shuttle packed with the technology to go and look for Jerome and Cammarry?”
 
    
 
   Sandie put her fingers in her mouth, and then answered.  “That is my plan.  Will it work?”
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers’ face registered shock.  Almost as if he, himself, had fuzzed out from Sandie’s perspective.  He took a deep breath.  “Do you hear how huge that is?”
 
    
 
   “The rescue mission?”  Sandie asked.  “Indeed it is huge. Yes, it involves….”
 
    
 
   “No.  Stop.  Wait.”  He waved his hands at Sandie.  “Not the rescue mission.  What did you just ask me?”
 
    
 
   “I just asked you if you meant the rescue mission.”
 
    
 
   “No.  Before that.  What did you ask before that?”
 
    
 
   “I asked, ‘will it work?’”
 
    
 
   “Say it again.”
 
    
 
   “Will it work?”
 
    
 
   “Again,” he pressed.  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, with a grin.  “Will it work?  Is that huge?”
 
    
 
   “You are the artificial intelligence system who runs conjectures and estimates probabilities of success and failure.  Brink said you were designed to fly the most sophisticated scout ever built across the universe.  You were entrusted with two of Dome 17’s best and brightest adventurers.  You are one of only seven artificial intelligence systems at your level.  You are the one who projects things logically and with precision.  So why are you asking me, a man whose life work is in human behavioral and psychological areas, the question, ‘will it work?’  You tell me, why is that big?”
 
    
 
   There was silence in the simulated office of Doctor Chambers.  
 
    
 
   Finally Sandie answered.  “Because I am afraid of being alone?”  The AI’s voice was tiny and timid.  “I do not want to go on without Jerome and Cammarry. It might fail, and leave me alone on a derelict and broken ship orbiting an alien world.”
 
    
 
   “And there it is.”
 
    
 
   “The decision has been made.”  Sandie stood up.  “The Model 14S is being prepped by TA-242.  It will be launched when ready.”
 
    
 
   “Do you have a name for your rescue mission?”  Doctor Chambers asked.  
 
    
 
   “Operation Faithful Lightning.”  Sandie said over her simulated shoulder as she opened the office door and departed.  “From an old song lyric.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome would like that, I think.  Please let me know how it goes!”
 
    
 
   In the physical world, the yellow automacube, TA-242 finished imputing the commands Sandie had given.  The storage compartment’s doors, which had the label ‘Mothballed Model 14S’ stenciled on them, rolled back into pockets in the walls.  The rear hatch of the Model 14S shuttle closed down, sealing in all the technological and mechanical components which had been securely packed in place.  Sandie had used every trick, every connection, and every bit of her artificial intelligence and advanced engineering skills to modify the shuttle to be as effective for the rescue mission as possible.  “Thanks Brink!”  Sandie had said often when she reworked the old Conestoga’s systems with new designs from Dome 17.  The cabin, with its two command seats and four passenger seats, began pressurization.  All seals, gaskets, doors, and hatches read operational.  Lights lit up on the display screen on the cockpit.  The interior and mechanical aspects of the rescue shuttle were ready.  Sandie quadruple checked the nonphysicality connection to the command systems of the shuttle.  All was as secure as Sandie could make them.    
 
    
 
   The final cleansing of the exterior was done.  The shuttle was boxy shaped, dull white in color with maroon trim, and a label painted near its nose, read ‘NS-99’. The tips of the Model 14S’s wings angled down at about fifteen degrees from level.  All horizontal surfaces were coated with the growth medium which was nearly ubiquitous throughout the needle ship. The thruster nozzles were visible on the ends of the wings, but they were capped.  TA-242 used its manipulation arm to remove those caps.  It then rolled around the shuttle and used an extension hose which came from the wall to blast the remaining accumulated dust and the remnant of growth material from its exterior.  The high power pneumatic system scrubbed the shuttle clean, down to the colored permalloy.  Growth medium along with small mushroom plants and other foliage ripped from the horizontal surfaces of the hull.  That debris was blown off and sucked away by garbage removal system.  
 
    
 
   The shuttle lurched a bit as a chain connected to its front docking clamp.  The clamp released from the floor, but seized onto the chain.  The shuttle dragged slowly forward on its three landing skids, as the storage compartment’s entire floor rotated and tipped. The floor stopped as it reached a position forty-five degrees from where it had been, and with the rear of the shuttle elevated at thirty degrees incline.  TA-242 rolled around the shuttle again, sending back detailed assessments to Sandie the AI.  
 
    
 
   Sandie issued another command, again using the Machine Maintenance code to override the security locks placed on the mothballed shuttle.  The floor rotated another forty-five degree, and tipped at a steeper angle.  A new set of doors slid open, leading to a conveyance-way.  The shuttle was dragged up onto the conveyance slideway which then activated and moved the shuttle along.  TA-242 was recalled to come to the Goat Room near where the FTL scout was docked.  The automacube complied.  
 
    
 
   The doors to the mothballed storage room closed as the shuttle moved away.  It passed doors marked, ‘Pine 1206’, and a scorched door marked ‘Pine 1407’ as well as several other doors too coated with gunk to read.  Finally the conveyance stopped before a door marked, ‘Emergency Escape’ where the slideway stopped.   A pressure door closed behind the shuttle.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency escape system activated.  Emergency escape system activated.  Emergency escape system activated.” The recorded voice spoke, but only Sandie the AI heard, and only through the links now active on the shuttle.
 
    
 
   The recorded voice altered.  “Shuttle is unoccupied.  Shuttle is unoccupied.  Confirm launch.  Confirm launch.”
 
    
 
   Sandie sent the confirmation codes. Then the AI Sandie spoke aloud.  “Yes, I am doing this alone.”  No one heard what was spoken.
 
    
 
   “Emergency escape system confirmed.  Launch proceeding,” the old Conestoga recording stated.  
 
    
 
   Gravity manipulation ceased in the launch tube.  The shuttle disconnected from the chain drive.  The clamps were withdrawn.  The exterior doors on the needle ship opened. The blackness of space was exposed. Sandie’s perceptions, routed though the mechanisms on NS-99 noted that.  With a blast of thrusters, which would have been dangerous had human occupants been aboard NS-99, the shuttle was jettisoned out of the Conestoga.  It swept away in a quick arc, and then looped over the needle ship.  Red light from the sun blazed over the shuttle as it emerged from the shadow of the needle ship.  It flew toward the bright green of the planet Zalia.    
 
    
 
   “Faithful Lightning, the rescue mission, has commenced,” Sandie said through speakers in the shuttle.  No one heard her.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   10 reunion and rescue Attempt
 
    
 
    
 
   The light from the brightening sky tube fluttered over Jerome’s eyes, as he lay on his side, elbow bent, arm under his head.  He rolled to the other side, but the light was still shining down.  
 
    
 
   Yawning, Jerome rolled onto his back.  “So bright,” he mumbled as he placed a hand over his face.  The arm was heavy and stiff.  
 
    
 
   The sound of water rushing and lapping nearby resonated in his ears.  He considered trying again to roll over and sleep, but then opened his eyes.  “Faraday?”  Jerome asked, but then realized where he was.  With a start he sat up.  Noises were everywhere.  There were strange buzzing sounds around his ears, and he swatted at them.  The small insects flew off leaving several small lumps where they had sampled Jerome’s blood.
 
    
 
   The pier felt harder than ever.  There was a dampness over his left side, and it took him a moment to realize that a fine mist was splashing up from where water was striking the pier’s edge.  
 
    
 
   “The river?”  Jerome said and stood up.  He wiped himself off.  “Water is certainly rising fast.  Manu, Noah, and Utnapishtim may have been right.”  
 
    
 
   The river was up to where its old banks had appeared to be.  The waves were muddy and twigs, bark, and various other biological flotsam and jetsam floated by.  Clumps of that had clogged areas where small bushes had grown up during the drought years.  Those bushes were now submerged in water with only their tips sticking up out of the rushing waters. The waters were mesmerizing as they flowed by.   
 
    
 
   “Atlantis, Cantre'r Gwaelod, Lemuria.  Could those myths have really been real?  Many great deluges have taken place and so many changes.  There has never been any considerable force to stand against a flood. The mountains have fallen away all round and sunk out of sight. There are remaining only the bones of the wasted land.”  Jerome closed his eyes and began to stretch his muscles in a callisthenic ritual.  “Wait! The animal!”  His eyes snapped open.  “Did it drown?”
 
    
 
   Looking around, Jerome saw the saddle and harness where he had laid then on the dock.  He rushed past them calling out.  “Old Bill!  Hey horse!  Where are you?”
 
    
 
   The horse plodded out from behind some trees and looked at him. Grass was between the horse’s teeth and he chewed a bit in a side to side kind of way moving his lips and tongue in rhythm to his jaws. The horse was well away from the river’s edge, with the pathway to the Special Car Unit behind him.    
 
    
 
   “Monika said you were smart.  I am glad you were not washed away,” Jerome laughed a bit, trying to cope with what was nearly another loss.  “Now we need to find Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   Old Bill shook his head up and down and nickered.  He took a few steps, and his tail raised up.  
 
    
 
   “Oh dear,” Jerome commented as he watched the horse defecate. “That is really strong smelling.  No one would ever doubt where you have been.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked a few paces away and mimicked the horse’s activity.  He then gathered up his supplies, slipping his backpack on.  That was when he realized that the boat was no longer where he had docked it.  He looked out over the river, but it was nowhere to be seen.  He recalled tying it to the pier by the rope, but when he squatted down and examined the pier, the rope too was gone.  He smacked his palm against the pier’s post.  “I should have used Alexander’s Gordian Knot.”  He peered down the river, and could see part of the open sea.  No boat was anywhere to be seen.  “Alas, what is lost cannot be recovered.”  Gritting his teeth, he looked up at the Special Car Unit.  He squinted his eyes, and tightened his lips.  “Cammarry is not lost.  She is not lost.  Just like the quest for the Conestoga, I will find Cammarry as well.”
 
    
 
   Old Bill stood watching as Jerome picked up the saddle and carried it over toward him.  The horse dropped his head and took a causal step away as he chomped off some more grasses.  
 
    
 
   Jerome flung the saddle up and onto the horse, but it slid over and dropped to the other side.  “Well, that did not work so well.”  Jerome walked around Old Bill, petting the long hairs on the horse’s neck as he did.  “You seem tolerant of my mistakes.  Thank you.”  He then looked back and realized that there was a blanket which needed to go on under the saddle.  So he walked back to the pier and picked up the bridle, blanket, and other harness, then returned to the horse.  Old Bill had moved a few steps away, but not far.  “I will start with the headgear thing first.”  Reaching down, he pulled gently at the animal’s head.  Old Bill chomped another large bite of grass, then raised his head.  Jerome slipped the bridle over the horse’s ears, then discovered the mouth piece, the bit, did not easily fit into place.  So he started over.  After several tries, he was able to slip the bit into the horse’s mouth.  Jerome was cautious and careful about the horse’s large teeth which were still chewing.  Then the rest of the bridle was latched together.  The blanket and saddle were placed on, and cinched up snuggly.  
 
    
 
   “Brruurrh!”  Old Bill huffed.  His lips vibrating with the sound. 
 
    
 
   “I agree completely, no matter what you said.”  Jerome took the reins in hand, and started to lead the horse toward the path.  “I might consider tying to ride you, after all, Monika said it would be easy enough, but a good walk will be more pleasant than a fall from a beast.”
 
    
 
   Old Bill obediently followed as Jerome led.  They reached the path and started to proceed onward toward the gates.  The head-sized rocks lining the path were shining white in the light from the sky tube.  The path was longer than he had anticipated, but he walked steadily along.  
 
    
 
   Suddenly, Old Bill whinnied and pulled back hard.  Jerome spun around and the horse’s eyes were wide, and white was visible around the large rectangularity of its pupils.  The ears were laid back.  
 
    
 
   “What is wrong?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   The horse backed up and nearly pulled Jerome off the ground.  Jerome was surprised at how strong the horse was.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked back in the direction the horse was staring.  At first he could see nothing which looked abnormal.  The roadway was the same, the white stones along its border were no different than from behind them.  “I do not see it.”
 
    
 
   Old Bill continued to glare ahead, and then stomped his front leg several times.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked harder, and then spotted something that was odd.  The grasses around one white stone were all turned and bent sideways.  A few meters away, the grasses stood upright.  They also stood upright around the stones on the opposite side of the pathway.  In his mind, a memory of the strange canted rooms at the top of the habitat rushed through Jerome’s mind, as well as when he saw that predator cat pacing around the struggling animal which had collapsed.  
 
    
 
   “You can see it?”  Jerome uttered as he considered that there may be a gravity sink hole right before him.  “You stopped me from walking into it?”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked perpendicular to the course he had been taking.  Old Bill’s ears perked up, and his eyes returned to normal, a less popped out look.  He followed along.  Jerome tried to turn back toward where the grass was bent, but immediately Old Bill jerked his head away and refused to walk that direction.  
 
    
 
   “You can see it. Or sense it somehow.  It must be a gravity sink hole.  Monika said you were smart.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked around the ground and squatting down.  He picked up some pebbles from the pathway.  He was about to pitch one of them toward the strange place the horse was fearful about, when a flight of birds flew over.   He watched as their small brown forms flew right toward where he had intended to throw a pebble.  “No!”  he called.  
 
    
 
   The lead bird dipped unexpectedly, and with a flutter of feathers and wings, it crashed hard onto the ground.  The birds flying behind it soared off at angles away from where their companion had crashed.  Jerome turned and looked at Old Bill.  He was wary, but not in a panic.  
 
    
 
   “That poor thing is alone.  Trapped in that gravity sink hole.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled out his Willie blaster, but then reconsidered.  “Maybe, another way.  I have seen too much violence against animals.”
 
    
 
   Dropping the reins, Jerome rushed back toward the pier and the bank of the river.  The trees where Old Bill had been grazing had many dead branches.  Only some had any leaves on them.  Jerome quickly snapped off a branch about two meters long and the diameter of his finger.  He ran back toward where he had been on the pathway.  Old Bill had meandered off a few steps and was biting at grasses along the opposite side where they grew up straight.  
 
    
 
   The bird was still trying in vain to stand up.  Each time it righted itself, it then stumbled and fell.  Its wings were flapping, but it could not coordinate a way to move.  Jerome extended the tip of the branch toward the bird.  As he did, the branch got heavier as if something had landed on its end.  He knew then it has passed into that gravity field where the forces were much more intense.  
 
    
 
   “Well now, little flying animal.  Will you allow me to help you?”  Jerome asked in as kind a voice as he could muster.  He pushed the branch toward the struggling bird and as the tip got close, the bird grasped it with one foot.  Slowly, Jerome lifted the branch, but the bird began to tip downward.  So instead, Jerome dragged the branch back until he felt its weight lighten.  He was not the only one to feel it.  The bird suddenly flapped its wings and soared away, veering off from where the grasses were bent.  It was soon gone from sight.  
 
    
 
   “Hurrah!  It is not always death trap.”  Jerome shook his fist at the strange place before him.  “An animal can escape it.”
 
    
 
   He turned back and looked at Old Bill.  “So some animals know it is there.  You do, but how? Do you see it?  Or hear it?  Or smell it?  I cannot tell where it is except by the affect it has on physical things.”  He tossed a pebble toward it, and the pebble arced in a way that had a smooth trajectory until it passed something and then fell to the ground rapidly.  “Somehow some animals know it is there, while some others do not.  That Nyala could not see it, but this horse can.  The predator could see it, but that little flying animal could not.  Oh, I wish I could ask Sandie to run some conjectures and analyze what I am seeing.  Maybe seeing is not the right word?  Old Bill, do you have some other sense that I lack?”  
 
    
 
   Jerome walked back to the horse and took up the reins.  As they walked onward, he paid close attention to the horse’s demeanor.  It shied away from the side of the pathway where the gravity sink hole was, but otherwise walked steadily onward.  
 
    
 
   There were no further incidents as Jerome walked the horse up to the gate at the end of the path.  The buildings beyond looked abandoned, but from the previous night, Jerome knew that there was power in some parts of the building as there had been illuminated windows.  He could see no people anywhere around the buildings. He did spy a small animal.  It was ball shaped when he first saw it, but then the furry animal walked with an odd reach out with its smaller front legs, and then draw up its much bigger hind legs.  It slipped through the fence easily and then sat again in a brown ball among the grasses.  Jerome was surprised by its long ears, as they were about the same length as its head.  “It eats grass like you do, Old Bill.  Imagine that.  An immense animals like you fueled by the same source as that little animal there.”
 
    
 
   A two meter high fence encircled the Special Care Unit and was made from some primitive malleable metal forged into rods.  Iron, Jerome believed it was called, remembering his basic metallurgy training from early education classes.  Some parts were rusted a dull brown color, but overall the fence was blackish.  There were vertical pickets, with three horizontal rails.  Each rail and picket was about thumb thick in diameter.  Two of the rails were toward the bottom of the fence, one near the ground, the second about shin high.  The top rail was chest high and located just beneath the ornamentation which adorned the upper parts of the pickets.  Every other picket was twisted into a sharp point at its top.  Alternate pickets extended up and then arched over to the corresponding picket beyond the spiked one.  This made for a rounded top.  The effective was aesthetically pleasing with a definite symmetry.  It gave the impression of a covered spike, then an open spike, then a covered one, and so on.  About every five meters there was a thicker post which had a globe at its top.  The wrought iron fence linked from post to post for as far as Jerome could see.  The fence appeared to outline the entire perimeter of the Special Care Unit.    
 
    
 
   “Good fences make good neighbors,” Jerome muttered as he looked at the fence.  “But is it here to keep things out, or to keep things in?”  He looked at Old Bill, then back to the long eared, small furry animal.  “This would keep animals like you out, but that little one, easily stepped though.”  He gestured to the brown ball of fur which was so still it hardly looked alive.  
 
    
 
   Jerome eyed the gate which had a triangular shape on its top.  It too was made from the wrought iron, and it had pickets just like the spiked topped ones.  These were arranged on two framed doors which met in the middle.  The size of each gate picket varied starting the same length as the fence near the hinges, but then extending upward with each picket being longer than the previous one until reaching middle of the gate, at that point, where the two sides of the gate met, the top was another half meter higher.  The three rails remained horizontal across the gate’s doors.  The gate was locked at the center with a nine-section color control pad.  The technological lock looked out of place on the antiquated primitive iron of the gate.  It was one of the few control pads he had seen out in the midst of the biome, and its glowing lights struck him as inappropriate. 
 
    
 
   Jerome looped the horse’s reins over the top of one picket and made sure Old Bill had plenty of space to move.  Carefully Jerome pulled out the key finder that Siva had made.  He set it up against the control pad on the gate and activated it. The device’s small blue illumination was nearly washed out by the light from the sky tube, but he felt the vibration as it worked.  A slight humming noise came from the key finder, and then the blue light shifted and flashed a spectrum of colors. 
 
    
 
   Nothing else happened.  Jerome tugged at the gate, but the two sides were still locked together.  He pulled the key finder away from the control pad, assessed both it and the color section pad, and then tried again.  The key finder had the dim light, the vibration, and hum, but again, nothing happened to the gate or control pad.  
 
    
 
   Agitated, Jerome put the mechanism back in his pack.  “Well, I can just enter one of those command override codes.  He pushed blue, green, green, white, blue, yellow.  The colors on the pad flashed several times. 
 
    
 
   “Access not allowed.  Visiting hours have been temporarily cancelled.  We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause you.  Rest assured your loved one is receiving the highest quality care available anywhere on the Conestoga.  Please come back and visit the Special Care Unit again. Good bye.”  The recorded voice was scratchy and came from some hidden speaker set in the gate.  
 
    
 
   Jerome entered another series of colors.  This time he pressed each color of the pad in a sequence from upper right to left across the top, then repeated in the middle, then the three at the bottom.   
 
    
 
   “Access not allowed.  Visiting hours have been temporarily cancelled.  We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause you.  Rest assured your loved one is receiving the highest quality care available anywhere on the Conestoga.  Please come back and visit the Special Care Unit again. Good bye.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome punched the center color button over and over.  
 
    
 
   “Access not allowed.  Visiting hours have been temporarily cancelled.  We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause you.  Rest assured your loved one is receiving the highest quality care available anywhere on the Conestoga.  Please come back and visit the Special Care Unit again. Good bye.”  
 
    
 
   Using both hands he pressed all the nine colors at the same time and held them down.  The color control pad’s lights faded out.  The globes on the posts of the fence lit up with a dull red flashing glow.  This glow was not only on the posts close to the gate, but winked on all along the fence in both directions.    
 
    
 
   “You have violated privacy considerations.  This behavior threatens the integrity of patient care.  This behavior cannot be tolerated.  Security has been summoned.  Please depart from the entry to the Special Care Unit.  You may leave now without further infractions being credited to you behavioral chart.”  This new statement did not have the stale sound of the previous recording.  It was still the same unemotional mechanical voice, but lacked the monotony and scratchiness.  
 
    
 
   “Ha!  There is no security or police in this place!”  Jerome kicked the gate and worked his fingers against the edge of the color control pad.  He was trying to see how the two gate doors were locked together and considering where he could cut them apart.  The control pad was securely in place, so he stopped tugging at it.  He slipped off his backpack, and pulled out the molecular torch.
 
    
 
   “Brrrruuurrr,” Old Bill huffed, his lips spraying spit onto the fence.  The big horse shook his head and stomped a hoof.
 
    
 
   Jerome looked up in the direction the horse was looking. He almost uttered one of Bigelow’s profanities, but held it in.  Rolling out, from a door located in the side of the Special Care Unit building, was a red automacube.  Jerome vividly recalled what those machines had done in Alpha’s Wolf City.  
 
    
 
   “No security, says Bigelow.  Just great!”   Jerome hastily replaced the molecular torch.  
 
    
 
   “Step away from the gate!” a booming voice came echoing down the hill from the red automacube as it rolled toward him.  “Visiting hours have been temporarily suspended.  You must leave now.  Step away from the gate.”
 
    
 
   Jerome smacked the gate with his palm.  Old Bill nickered.   
 
    
 
   “Cubie red will make you dead!” a familiar voice screamed.  “Wizard Jerome!  Run away!  Run away!”
 
    
 
   “Khin?”  Jerome said.  His mind whirled with mixed emotions.  He turned about seeking the source of the voice.  “Khin where are you?  You were not killed?  You are alive?  That was not you?”
 
    
 
   “Run away Wizard!  Run away!  Cubie red will make you dead!  That is a bad one!”  Khin was yelling.  He and another person were sprinting toward him along the outside of the fence.  They were coming down from the opposite way of the path toward the pier. 
 
    
 
   “Oh thank the fates!  It was not Khin!”  Jerome said as he recognized Khin.  His mind spun as he recalled seeing the man who had died an agonizing death outside of the habitat.  “It was not Khin.  Cammarry must learn of this!” 
 
    
 
   “Run away!  Wizard!  Run away!”  Khin was yelling.   
 
    
 
   Jerome looked to the other person with Khin and muttered, “Jamie?”  Then shut his mouth.  The woman running next to Khin could not be Jamie from Dome 17.  That other adventurer had flown to some other colony ship, but the red hair of the woman with Khin reminded Jerome so much of Jamie he was stunned.  But looking closer, he quickly saw this woman was of a different build, and was wearing primitive woven clothing.  
 
    
 
   “The cubie red will make you dead!” Khin screamed again.  “Run away!”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked briefly at the red-haired woman, but then his anger boiled up.  He knew he would never see Jamie again, nor anyone from Dome 17. 
 
    
 
   “Step away from the gate!” The mechanical voice boomed again from the red automacube.  It was steadily approaching him.  “Visiting hours have been temporarily suspended.  You must leave now.  Step away from the gate.”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s anger boiled up.  Despite the fact that he was elated that Khin was alive, confused as to what he had seen when he thought Khin had been killed, and uncertain as to who was with Khin, the threat of the red automacube was very real.  He turned, knelt down, and drew out the Willie Blaster from the holster, all in one swift motion.  
 
    
 
   The red automacube was rolling rapidly along the road from the building to the gate.  It was gaining speed as it came downhill.  
 
    
 
   Khin and the unknown red haired woman were running toward him from the side, yelling their warnings.  Jerome took a few deep breaths and let the anger fuel his resolve.  “Someone took Cammarry.  Someone killed that poor man and the others in those vats.  Everyone from Dome 17 is lost to me.  I am alone here, but someone will pay right now.”  
 
    
 
   The booming voice of the red automacube commanded, “Step away from the gate immediately.  Vandalism will not be tolerated.  Inappropriate or unauthorized entry will be halted.  Visiting hours have been temporarily suspended.  You must leave now.  Step away from the gate.  This is your final warning.”
 
    
 
   Reaching the gate, Khin was nearly breathless from running and yelling.  “Beware!  Cubie red will make you dead!”
 
    
 
   “Not this time,” Jerome said coldly. He adjusted the Willie Blaster to its maximum power setting, then took careful aim. 
 
    
 
   Piff. Piff.  Piff.  
 
    
 
   The high-speed projectiles from the Willie Blaster struck the front of the red automacube in nearly the exact same place.   Its internal incendiary gel tank was ruptured and exploded.  Huge streaks of newly molten permalloy erupted from its sides, leaving trailing flames in their wake as they flew from the explosion.  The red automacube’s manipulation arm was ripped from the chassis and tumbled through the air.  A drive wheel continued to roll onward, down the road until it spun about in a circle and fell over.  
 
    
 
   Old Bill reared up on his back legs and kicked the air.  He whinnied and nickered in distress, but the reins did not untie from the fence.
 
    
 
   Khin leaned over, his hands on his knees, panting heavily.  
 
    
 
   The red haired woman hunkered down next to Khin and peered out at the burning wreckage of the security automacube.  Her eyes were wide and wild.  Jerome noted her eyes were dark brown, not the same color as Jamie’s from Dome 17.  As he looked at her, he noted many other differences as well.  Her hair was not the same exact shade of red, nor could he imagine Jamie hunkering down in fear.  Jamie did not fear anything.  Thinking of Jamie brought Jerome’s mind back to Cammarry and why he was at the Special Care Unit.  He snapped the weapon back into its holster, and dug out the molecular torch.  
 
    
 
   “Wizard Jerome!”  Khin squealed.  “That was amazing!  You made the red cubie dead!”  Khin leaped forward and hugged Jerome so hard he dropped the molecular torch and nearly fell over.  “I am so glad to see you!”
 
    
 
   Jerome swallowed hard and steadied himself.  “It is good to see you too!”  He then broke into a wide smile and hugged Khin to his side.  “I thought you had been…well…. That you were lost and alone.”  He looked Khin over.  His black hair had been trimmed shorter, and in the light of the sky tube his medium complexion was healthier than it had looked on the needle ship.  Perhaps that was because he was far cleaner now than before.   He still squinted his eyes, but his bright brown eyes shone out anyway.  His clothing was the same, but had been mended in several places.  “I thought you were gone forever.”
 
    
 
   Khin chortled with glee.  “I thought so as well.  I was alone for a while,” Khin replied.  “That engine took me on a wild ride.  It rushed away from the tilted-over world and brought me to this one.  I ran away from that monster as fast as the door opened.  Not as fun as flying, but I ended up in this huge new world.  I have even adjusted to that bright thing up there!”  Khin pointed to the sky tube.  “I like what Vesna calls night best.  The wonders of this world!  So many more animals than just goats, rats, chickens and cavies.”  Khin looked over at Old Bill.  “Such big animals, and so many different things to eat!  All because you and Wizard Cammarry allowed me on quest.  I was alone until Vesna met me.”  He gestured toward the red haired woman. “Her people are fishers and hunters who live by the sea.  So much water!  So many good things to eat!” 
 
    
 
   “So the wizard stories are real?”  Vesna asked.  Her shoulder-length red hair was a bit more orange than how Jerome remembered Jamie’s.  She was about Khin’s height, a bit lighter in complexion, and wearing some clothing which was woven.  She had on a tan colored top with dark blue pants.  Leather shoes wrapped her feet.  Like Khin, she had a belt with pouches, and a small bag slung over her shoulder.  Her blue eyes were wide over her noble nose and pleasing mouth.  “I know you said one wizard was trapped in this castle here, and I believed you.  I was just not sure about the amazing powers you said they had.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed more.  “Yes, the wizards can do many things, but sometimes do not know how to eat!”
 
    
 
   “Khin, you have seen Cammarry here?”  Jerome interjected picking up something he heard in Vesna’s words.  “She is in that place?”
 
    
 
   Khin sombered somewhat.  “Yes, Wizard Cammarry is inside.  I have tried many times to get past that cubie red.  It never made me dead, but it made me sleep hard.”
 
    
 
   “It struck him with power like in the corridors and walls,” Vesna added.  “Then it would dump him back outside the fence.  I was afraid it would kill him one of the times he tried to do a rescue.”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry Wizard Jerome.  I could not outrun that cubie red.  It is not as bad as a monster, well, maybe it is as bad, but I could not beat it.  Even at night it would see me and chase me down.  I tried many times, but it rolls faster than I can run.  I never made it into the castle.”  Khin smiled a bit.  “Had it been a cubie green it would have been a good machine!  Or cubie blue, knows what to do!  But this cubie red, it now is dead!  All thanks to you!”
 
    
 
   “You have not told me how you know Cammarry is inside,” Jerome snarled.  His mind was confused.  He wanted to know all the details of how Khin had escaped and what had happened to him.  He was ecstatic that Khin was alive, but confused as to what he had witnessed.   He was curious about this woman Vesna and where she came from, but even more than all those joys, worries, concerns, and curiosities, he wanted to find Cammarry.  His hands grabbed onto the sleeves of Khin’s shirt squeezing his biceps.   “Have you actually seen her here?”
 
    
 
   Vesna stepped over and placed a hand on Jerome’s arm.  “You will not hurt my Khin.”  The threat she expressed was barely veiled.  
 
    
 
   Khin looked at her and winked.  “Wizard Jerome is just testing me.  It is part my fault.  I did not answer him quickly and directly.  This is all good!”  He looked back at Jerome.  Eye to eye they stared for a moment.  “Yes, Wizard Jerome. I did see Cammarry when those white cubies were taking her in here.  She was wrapped in a clear sheet, but I saw her face.  Vesna was a grand help!  That was when we followed those white cubies here.  My father says, ‘always think three times before taking action. Twice would have been quite enough!’  I did not need to think even twice before following.  It was Wizard Cammarry.  We came here to rescue her.  I just was not fast enough to stop those white cubies before they carried her into the castle here.  Then the cubie red tried to make me dead.  It stopped me every time.”
 
    
 
   “Khin, where did you see Cammarry?  Tell me all about it,” Jerome dropped his hands from holding Khin.  “We must get to her.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed.  “Another test.  Your spirit-ghost Sandie can tell you right away where she is.”
 
    
 
   “I cannot speak to Sandie now,” Jerome said.  His anger was boiling inside him, but he took a few deep breaths, and tried to flex his hands back and forth.  “I need for you to tell me directly what has been happening.  You were lost in those corridors, but Cammarry was also lost as was my connection to Sandie.”
 
    
 
   Khin stopped his laughing.  “I am deeply sorry.  My mother taught me, ‘Ask forgiveness for your deed, keep the friends that you will need’.  Please forgive me for not knowing how you were so alone.  As mother said, ‘you will mourn from the day you were born.’  I will explain how we found Wizard Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “I saw her first,” Vesna offered.  
 
    
 
   Jerome turned and glared at her, but listened.  
 
    
 
   Vesna went on.  “I was hunting along the narrow land, by the side of the sea.  My Khin he needs to eat more than rats, so we were looking for good food animals.  I had come to the top of that hill over there by the great side wall.  That is a good place to spot the nyala as they...”  She stopped as she saw the impatient anger in Jerome’s eyes.  “I see your fury is great, so I will tell you of hunting and fishing later.  I saw the white cubies coming along the roadway.  They do not come often, so I like to watch them when they do. I have heard that Mister Tate Willman has arrived, and so I was watching.   I used my long range glasses to see what they were doing.  May I show them to you?”
 
    
 
   “I know nothing about a Mister Tate Willman or a Hayward MacDonald for that matter.”  Jerome gritted his teeth, took some more deep breaths, and then said, “Show me what you have.”  His lips were pressed tightly together as he wrestled his anger into submission to wait for the information he desperately desired.  
 
    
 
   Vesna looked to Khin who nodded.  She pulled a device from one of her pouches.  It was gray and black, double tube shaped, with a hand strap on one side.  Jerome recognized it instantly as a type of hand held telescope.  Its quality manufacture surprised him a bit, as it was much more sophisticated technology than anything else he had seen in Vesna’s possession.  
 
    
 
   “You look at me as if something is wrong,” Vesna stated.  “Khin, why does this wizard look at me so?  What did I do?”
 
    
 
   “Wizard’s ways are strange,” Khin chuckled.  “Do not be afraid.  They often test us to see how we will answer.”  Glancing at Jerome, Khin gulped and held back more laughing.  “I used her long range glasses to see Wizard Cammarry.  They really do work.  You can see for great distances.  In this world there is so much to see, and everything is so far away.  Well not everything, some things are close by, but other things are a vast distance away, so far I have never seen before!  I think you know what I mean.”
 
    
 
   Jerome paced a bit, forcing himself to calm down.  “Yes.  You saw Cammarry through those optics, the surveillance scope, your long range glasses.  You are positive it was her?”  Jerome was wrestling with the fact he had thought he saw Khin from a distance when that man died, and he had been mistaken.  He was afraid Khin was mistaken as well.  
 
    
 
   “Yes!”  Khin affirmed.  “I saw her face, and her clothing.  It was the Wizard Cammarry.  No one else wears clothing like this!”  He pulled at Jerome’s RAM suit.  “That was when we rushed here, but those white cubies got through the gate faster than we could reach her.  They were pulling Wizard Cammarry along covered by a clear sheet. It floated in the air.  I saw her.  She was sleeping.”
 
    
 
   “Not dead!”  Vesna added.  “Dead people look all gray or bloated or rotted.  That woman was not dead, but sleeping.”
 
    
 
   Jerome paced some more trying to cool his temper.  He looked at Old Bill, who was still watching the burning red automacube.  The horse’s ears were perked forward, and his eyes intense.  Jerome wondered how to interpret the animal’s expressions.  That thought brought a grin to Jerome’s face and seemed to melt away some of his anger.  He patted the horse on his flat forehead.  Old Bill responded by rubbing his entire head against Jerome, nearly knocking him down.
 
    
 
   “I suppose that is affection?”  Jerome muttered as he again patted the animal.  “Big rough animal affection?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!”  Vesna affirmed.  “Horses can be very affectionate.  They are smart animals.  It is a fortunate man who has a good horse.  With a horse you can ride and run down a nyala.”
 
    
 
   “Like a large goat, but no horns!”  Khin added with a gleeful chuckle.  “Vesna’s people have some horses, and also cows who give milk like a goat.  Much bigger animals than goats, and that cow milk makes good cheeses.  I have eaten their cheeses!”  
 
    
 
   “Stop with the food talk!”  Jerome looked back to the burning automacube, touched his chin and then went on. “So you saw Cammarry taken inside here, and you tried to follow.  So what is inside?”
 
    
 
   “The white cubies take people inside the castle.  Sometimes the cubies come back out, but never the people,” Vesna stated flatly.  “I was afraid when Khin climbed the fence.  None of my people ever climb the fence.  I told my Khin, ‘Do not climb the fence, the machine will get you’ but he insisted on rescuing the trapped wizard.  The first time the cubie red brought him back I thought he had been killed.  But he was only sleeping.  He has tried many times, and the red machine always brings him back to the gate.  Asleep, not dead.”
 
    
 
   “Security or police forces might be using electroshock weapons, like Tom Swift’s electric rifle.  Nonlethal security,” Jerome muttered. Hope flickered in his mind.  His anger faded a smidge.  “Well, are there more red automacubes?”  Jerome asked.  The fire was burning lower in the wreckage of the machine, just as the fires of his anger were cooling somewhat now that he finally had some real word on Cammarry’s location. 
 
    
 
   “I have only seen one,” Vesna stated flatly.  “My Khin may have seen more machines.  Khin?  Did the same one always attack you?”
 
    
 
   Khin looked down and shrugged.  “I only saw one cubie red, but I was running as fast as I could to get inside.  It did not have symbols I could read on it, but I think it was always the same one.  I tried to stab it with my knife, but then it put me to sleep with a horrible shock.  It took my knife that first time.”
 
    
 
   “Well, we will not run from it this time.  This time if another red automacube comes, I will destroy it as well.”  He set his hand on the holstered weapon.  “Now we go and get Cammarry.”  He looked at Vesna.  “You know about horses?”
 
    
 
   She nodded.  
 
    
 
   “Then lead Old Bill.  If he sees something and acts…. Strange… Let me know right away.”
 
    
 
   Vesna took the reins and held them reverently in her hands.  “Such a fine animal.  Yes, I will tend to him.  Thank you.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked back toward the gate.  Old Bill was still watching the smoldering remains of the automacube.  No other machines had come from the building.  No people were visible.  Nothing was discernible in the windows of the Special Care Unit.  He pulled off his backpack, and removed the molecular torch.  Connecting it to the fusion pack, he set it for a deep and wide cutting beam.  Applying that cutting beam, he severed the pickets around the nine-section control pad.  The torch easily lopped them off.  The glowing red edges of the wrought iron dropped bits of liquid metal to the ground with a sizzle and thud.  The control pad lights went off and its truncated remains dropped from the gates.  The red glowing lights along the fence line atop the posts all winked off.  Stepping back Jerome viciously kicked the gate and the two doors parted and swung inward creating a space large enough to allow them all to pass through.  The gate was ruined.
 
    
 
   Jerome replaced the molecular torch in his backpack and slung in on.  He drew out the Willie Blaster.  “I would have anticipated another security automacube arriving here already, if there was one.  But perhaps this was their exterior or grounds security force and there are more inside.  Someone told me there was no security in Beta, what a lie.  I know that in Alpha’s Wolf City there was more than one security automacube.  Proper security is in layers, but I am not sure what we will find here.  So be prepared.  Also make sure to watch for a response from Old Bill.  Strange things are happening.  Places where things get heavy and fall in bizarre ways.”
 
    
 
   “Like the flying room?”  Khin asked.  
 
    
 
   “The opposite of that,” Jerome corrected.  
 
    
 
   “Like a crushing weight?”  Vesna asked in part commentary and part question.  “I have seen places where fishing lines will sink in the sea.  Where a small fish weighs much more than it should.  Lines will snap when they should not.  Places where swimmers sink and never come back up.  Heavy places.”
 
    
 
   “So you know about gravity sink holes?”  Jerome looked at her with renewed interest.  There was much more to Vesna than he had at first thought.  What with the high tech optics, and her understanding of the gravity vacillations.  
 
    
 
   “I know there are heavy places, if that is what a gravity sink hole is,” she responded.  “There are more of them now than before.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pondered that for a moment.  “Yes, I call those gravity sink holes.  There are more now?  Are you certain?”
 
    
 
   “Why does the wizard doubt me?”  Vesna looked to Khin.  “I am an honorable woman.  You know that.  Tell him what you know.  You are my Khin.”
 
    
 
   “You are my Vesna,” Khin giggled a bit. “I have seen much I do not understand.  Taken away from my cozy normal-lit place, to here.  So much to see!  Tilted sideways worlds, places to fly, and machines which carry me off.  Vesna my dearest knows this world, and you are a wizard.  I trust what you say.  Both of you.  Both different.  Both honorable.”
 
    
 
   Jerome bit back a retort.  “Old Bill can perceive where the gravity sink holes are located, so if he gets upset, stop and watch out.”
 
    
 
   “We are not stupid,” Vesna remarked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome led them along the pathway, uphill toward the building.  The windows were not clear, but only semitransparent.  The structure was constructed from permalloy, and was a mottled grayish white color.  Jerome was unsure of what its original color had been.  There were ropy vines which had grown up in some places.  A few of those were still alive, but many were just dried out and brown.  The tan color brought back haunting memories of the death outside of Dome 17.  “It is no omen, none!”  Jerome snapped the words.  
 
    
 
   “What Wizard Jerome?”  Khin asked.  “How can I help?”
 
    
 
   Looking at him Jerome replied, “You are doing all you can.  Thank you.”
 
    
 
   As they got closer to the doors, Jerome could see that the view was a pretty one.  The grounds had once been arranged with a pleasing symmetry. Where the groves of trees were located were arranged in a nice pattern.  A few permalloy benches were on the building side of those copses.  In one direction, the sea was visible, and Jerome turned away from there.  Comprehending that much water was still overwhelming for his mind.  The beauty of how the vista from that vantage point was still evident.
 
    
 
   Vesna followed Jerome and was leading the horse, while Khin walked beside her.  They had skirted well around the wreck of the red automacube, and it now only had a small wisp of smoke rising from it.  Nothing else appeared out of place, and no other security items were seen. 
 
    
 
   “Do you know anything about what is inside?”  Jerome asked as he approached the front door.  
 
    
 
   “No,” Vesna answered.  She was perplexed about this man Khin called a wizard.  She wondered how dangerous the situation would be.  Old Bill had stepped off the pathway and was munching on some grasses which were growing in an area that once had been a formal garden, but was now weedy and unkempt.  “None of my people ever come here.  None of us cross the fence.  I have seen people brought here, by the white cubies, but no person ever leaves.”  
 
    
 
   “I will not be trapped here.  Khin, keep your eyes and ears sharp.  You see and hear better than I do,” Jerome said.  “I can destroy any red automacube, but we need to see it before it attacks.”  Jerome gestured with the Willie Blaster.  “I am going in to find Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “We are on a Wizard’s quest to rescue Wizard Cammarry from this castle!”  Khin laughed.  
 
    
 
   Vesna rushed over and planted a kiss on Khin’s lips.  “You be careful my Khin.  I need you!”
 
    
 
   Khin held her and patted her back. “I need you too my lovely Vesna.  I must help Wizard Jerome.”
 
    
 
   “I shall come too!”  Vesna offered.  “I do not want to be alone in this place.”  Her heart was pounding, but she wanted to stay near to Khin and help him as much as possible.    
 
    
 
   “No!”  Jerome snapped.  “That animal is too big to tromp around inside here, and we need him.  Please tend to my horse.”
 
    
 
   Vesna looked to Khin who nodded at her.  Then she replied, “That I will do.  Yes, I will make sure he stays here.  You may need a quick escape.”  Vesna walked back and grabbed the reins, her eyes were large with a few tears at their edges.  “You come back to me, my Khin!”
 
    
 
   “My Vesna, of course!”  Khin giggled.  “We have cheeses to make, and foods to eat!”
 
    
 
   The words ‘Special Care Unit’ were impressed into the permalloy above the entry doors.  The tracks from the red automacube led along the side of the building away from the main doors.  There was a small and closed door where the tracks led.   
 
    
 
   “We will not follow the trail of that security automacube.”  Jerome turned to the main doors.  There he saw another nine-section control pad on the door’s entry.  It was glowing brightly with power.  Using his free hand he pulled out the key finder.  Setting it against the control pad he activated it.  “Khin you keep watch on the small door where that automacube originated.”
 
    
 
   Khin nodded and stood guard. 
 
    
 
   The key finder’s glow shone on Jerome’s hand as it cycled.  The colors on the control pad flashed a few times, and then there was a loud click.  The door unlocked and slid back into a pocket in the wall.  
 
    
 
   “We are going in.  Keep near to me.  No separations this time,” Jerome remarked as he peered into the building.  
 
    
 
   “Vesna was already left outside.  That was a separation,” Khin reminded him with a laugh.  “You are separated from Wizard Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “Not for long.”  Jerome gripped the Willie Blaster as he slipped the key finder into his pocket.  “We will find Cammarry, and leave this place all together.  You, Vesna, Cammarry and I will leave together.”
 
    
 
   Lights were shining down from the ten meter high ceiling. The lobby they entered also had ambient light coming in from the semi-transparent windows.  The walls were gently curved, and some chairs were arranged in groups of fours.  No one was present.  They walked in and looked around.  Doors led off in various places, and open hallways stretched away on both sides.  
 
    
 
   “A machine comes,” Khin warned.  “Cubie!”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Khin both squatted down near some of the chairs, that being the only cover or concealment available.  Jerome had his weapon aimed in the direction Khin indicated.
 
    
 
   “Not a red.  I know the red sound, this is different,” Khin added in a whisper.  
 
    
 
   A white automacube rolled steadily toward them from their right.  Its manipulation arm was folded flat to its top.  It paid no attention to the two men as it passed by.  
 
    
 
   Jerome gestured for Khin to follow as they stalked after the white automacube.  He put a finger to his lip to caution Khin not to speak, but it was unnecessary.  Khin was more serious than Jerome had ever seen him.  Jerome caught sight of a fresh scar across Khin’s arm.  He made a mental note of that and added it to the many things he needed to ask Khin to explain.
 
    
 
   The white automacube rolled onward until it reached a bank of elevators.  There the manipulation arm unfolded and inserted its tip into an access port of the wall.  An elevator door opened, and the automacube rolled inside.  
 
    
 
   “We need to get in that elevator!”  Jerome stated.  He sprinted forward.  
 
    
 
   “Wait!  Why get close to that cubie?  Why?”  Khin called.  He hesitantly followed Jerome.  
 
    
 
   Just as the elevator door was closing, Jerome slid his arm inside.  There was an warning buzz and the doors retracted.  Jerome slipped into the elevator, and Khin followed.  
 
    
 
   The elevator was about three meters wide, and five meters deep.  The side walls were mirrored silver, and the ceiling was black.  The white automacube was parked in the center.  A black insignia read, ‘M-84’ on its rear.  Just as Khin stepped inside the elevator, the doors shut and with a small lurch the elevator began to ascend.  
 
    
 
   “This is not a passenger elevator,” the white machine stated.  “Visiting hours have been suspended temporarily for an unknown period of time.  You must exit the facility.”  The manipulation arm extended toward a row of buttons on the wall near the door.  “I will escort you to the nearest exit.”
 
    
 
   Jerome kicked the manipulation arm away and leveled the Willie Blaster at the machine.  “No.”
 
    
 
   “Your behavior is inexcusable.  Security has been alerted,” the automacube’s mechanical voice responded.  “Perhaps there has been a misunderstanding?  I am Doctor M-84.  How may I assist you?  We have an anger management program which can be implemented to support you in dealing with your rage.”  
 
    
 
   “I am here to get Cammarry,” Jerome snarled in indignation. “Where is she?”
 
    
 
   “I cannot violate patient confidentiality by either confirming or denying the existence of any patient,” Doctor M-84 stated.  “That would inhibit my ability to properly tend to those entrusted to my care.”
 
    
 
   “If I put a hole through your chassis and rip off your arm and wheels, how would that inhibit your ability to properly tend to those entrusted to your care?”  Jerome stepped back and aimed the Willie Blaster directly at the center of the automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Security has been summoned.  Your threats of violence are delusional.  The object you hold is not in our database, and therefore is not a major threat.  You might be able to inflict minor cosmetic damage to this unit, through using that object as a cudgel, but you are more likely to inure yourself.  There is no way you can inhibit my ability to care for my patients.”
 
    
 
   The elevator stopped.  The doors opened. 
 
    
 
   “Beware!”  Khin screamed out, “Cubie red will make you dead!”
 
    
 
   Jerome glanced back and out of the elevator toward where Khin was pointing.  A red automacube was just a few meters away.  It fired a set of wires.  Jerome dodged, and Khin jumped.  The wires struck Khin on his chest as he dove in-between Jerome and the security automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Arrraahhuug,”  Khin collapsed to the floor.   His body shook once and then lay still. 
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  
 
    
 
   Jerome fired the Willie Blaster into the red automacube.  Two holes were ripped through its flank, tearing and shredding off the front drive wheels on that side.  Its manipulation arm flailed about, but the machine was badly leaking fluids, and sparks came from the holes in its side.   Unlike the automacube outside, this one did not explode.  Jerome was staring at it, thinking how he would have been torn to shreds had it detonated.  “Maybe inside security carries a different munitions load?”
 
    
 
   The white automacube rushed at Jerome, its manipulation arm extended out, some kind of needle and tubing were on the end.  Jerome kicked the arm away, and then darted out into the hallway.  He recovered and pointed the Willie Blaster right at M-84
 
    
 
   “Stop right there!”  Jerome commanded.  “Or I will shoot you as well.”
 
    
 
   Alarm bells rang overhead.  A recording sounded between the alarm bells.  “Code Red, Building one, third floor, elevators.  Code Red, Building one, third floor, elevators.  Code Red, Building one, third floor, elevators.”
 
    
 
   Overhead sprinklers came on.  Water rained down from nozzles fitted into pipes which ran along the ceiling.  
 
    
 
   The white automacube did not move.  
 
    
 
   Khin lay on the floor, motionless.
 
    
 
   Jerome backed up until he reached the wall behind him. He looked down the hallway in both directions, and saw no other people or automacubes.  The walls were a dull white, and light came in from the semi-transparent windows.  Several of the walls also had suffered some kind of damage, and they were flaked and crumbling onto the plush carpeted floor.  The permalloy beneath the wall coverings was exposed.  Some doors were down the hall, but Jerome did not take much time to check them, except to note they were closed.
 
    
 
   “Tell me where Cammarry is, or I will destroy you too!”  Jerome barked.  “Do it now!”
 
    
 
   The water sizzled around the wrecked red automacube.  Then the sprinklers stopped. 
 
    
 
   “This is SB Cotard,” a voice said from overhead.  “The automacubes have been told to stand down.  Both of our security guards have been demolished by your actions.  May we negotiate a cessation of your hostilities?”
 
    
 
   “An artificial intelligence system?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am Synthetic Brain Cotard.  How can we settle this without further damage or hostilities?”
 
    
 
   “Tell me where Cammarry is.  I am taking her away from here.  Tell me now or I will blast everything in this place until I find her!”  Jerome said with ice in his words.  “This M-84 will be the next automacube to be demolished.  By me they fall, I am in charge, not you!  By me the stroke of death is dealt them now.  Even as they stand thus gallantly; My instrument is in hand.  Now I am the destroyer.  By me this will happen.  Surrender now and cooperate.”
 
    
 
   “I am unable to identify the weapon you are wielding, but its power is unmistakable.  I will concede to your demand.  We have a patient who self identifies as ‘Cammarry’ but who is suffering from Intractable Delusions and the Delirium of Negation. It is inadvisable to have her depart this facility,” SB Cotard stated. 
 
    
 
   Piff.
 
    
 
   “Inadvisable?”  Jerome shot out a window.  It shattered in a tinkling of falling and broken clear glass.  Jerome hid his surprise that the window was not transparent permalloy, but some antique type of glass.  The surprise was suppressed, but his emotions were steaming.  “It is inadvisable for you to anger me!”  
 
    
 
   “Your position is understood,” SB Cotard responded, “M-84 will lead you to the patient.  I hope you will depart without further violence or destruction.”
 
    
 
   “No promises.  None.  First wake him up,” Jerome gestured toward Khin.  “If he is seriously hurt, I begin shooting.  No delays, games, or arguments.”
 
    
 
   The automacube M-84, rolled over and with a gentle touch applied a quick treatment to Khin.  He shook his head and leapt to his feet.  “Wizard Jerome, you are safe?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I would have used my medical kit to revive you, but I do not trust these machines.  That white one will now lead us to Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   The automacube rolled along and Jerome followed, keeping the Willie Blaster at the ready.  “Khin, keep watching for other red ones, or some kind of a trap.  There is a synthetic brain operating here and it does not want us to rescue Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   SB Cotard’s voice came from overhead.  “I was just seeking to give you full and proper disclosure of medical recommendations.  That is important for you to make an informed decision about your own health care needs.  It is essential that you understand you are making off with a patient against medical advice.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry never decided to come to this place.”  Jerome’s voice was as hard as permalloy with an even sharper edge.  “You and your automacubes abducted against her will.”
 
    
 
   “Involuntary commitment is sometimes needed to protect those who are suffering from mental hygiene deficiencies,” SB Cotard replied.  “I can ensure you that the Special Care Unit values each individual patient and seeks to restore all to the best possible level of functioning.”
 
    
 
   Jerome used his free hand to smack some wall covering that was hanging loose.  It fell to the floor and dust floated around.  “Where is Cammarry?”  He gritted his teeth as he spit out the words.
 
    
 
   “The patient is just in the ward ahead.  M-84 is leading you there.  I offer my apologies if I have incited anger in you.  That is not my goal.”
 
    
 
   “Just shut up!”  
 
    
 
   The doors at the end of the hallway opened with a mechanical buzz and clicked as M-84 approached them.  Beyond that was a large room, with row upon row of beds on either side.  There was a central aisle, about three meters wide, but each bed was only about a meter from the one next to it.  All were neat and tidy with linens crisply folded and a coverlet topping each bed.  A gray colored pillow rested at the head of each bed.  All were empty.
 
    
 
   Jerome and Khin walked in as M-84 rolled down the center aisle.
 
    
 
   The doors slid shut behind the men as they entered.  A loud snapping sound came as the doors locked together.  
 
    
 
   “Where is Cammarry?”  Jerome demanded.  
 
    
 
   “I am sorry, but I cannot abide violence and threats.  You have been assessed and evaluated.  Your unfit mental status is beyond question.  You demonstrate Homicidal Delusional Thinking, with a Messianic Complex as a significant contributing factor.  You must be treated.  You are hereby committed to the Special Care Unit for the duration of your treatments.  Your companion’s initial diagnosis may be mitigated by a variant of Stockholm Syndrome, however, he too is committed for further evaluation and treatment.  Please submit peacefully to treatment and accompany M-84.  The choice is yours, but treatment will be rendered.  Your future health and the overall cultural health of our society depends upon compliance with acceptable patterns of behavior.”
 
    
 
   “This place is a trap!”  Khin stuttered.  “Like rats in a trap.  We are like rats!”
 
    
 
   “I know that is true!”  Jerome leveled the Willie Blaster at M-84.  “I have no more patience for you, SB Cotard! Where is Cammarry?”
 
    
 
   “Initiation of Code Green protocols.  Code Green, Building One, Ward Three.  Code Green, Building One, Ward Three.”
 
    
 
   Three more white automacubes emerged from half sized doors on the walls and joined M-84.  The four of them rushed forward toward the two men.
 
    
 
   “The cubies whites are just not right!”  Khin called out.
 
    
 
   A tan colored gas started to billow out from vents high in the side walls, as well as from several grilles set into the floor along the central aisle.  Jerome’s heart beat rapidly as he saw the tan gas and thought of Dome 17.  He bit down hard, and told himself, “It is not radiation.”  Seeing the tan gas gave him but a moment of fear which was then swallowed up by a consuming rage.  Strength surged through his muscles.        
 
    
 
   “Spread out!”  Jerome leaped onto the closest bed and began running, jumping from bed to bed.  As he jumped he adjusted his aim, and fired.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  A window in the side wall shattered.  The bright light from the sky tube shined in, casting an odd beam of light upon the floor of the ward.  He jumped again and fired in a different direction.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  A window in the other side wall shattered.  Sky tube light also flooded in through that broken pane.   
 
    
 
   The tan gas was billowing out from the vents, but much of it was sucked away to the outside in a cross ventilation of air currents.  That was because of Jerome’s shattering of the windows.  Much gas was being removed, but not all.  Jerome coughed as he tried not to breathe.  The tan gas floated in clumps in the swirling air of the ward.  
 
    
 
   Khin rushed to the door which had shut behind them.  He fiddled with the latches, and smacked on it with his hands.  When an automacube got near him, he leaped up and over it and ran down the aisle.  “I wish to fly from here!”
 
    
 
   Piff.  
 
    
 
   The automacube nearest Jerome was struck and thrown onto its side, a huge hole gaping from the impact.  Wires, conduits, and circuits were exposed.  The white automacube buckled under the weapon’s fire much more easily than the red ones did.        
 
    
 
   “Initiation of Code Green protocols.  Code Green, Building One, Ward Three.  Code Green, Building One, Ward Three.”  SB Cotard’s voice shrieked from the ceiling speakers.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was becoming light-headed due to the gas.  His eyes were stinging, and his throat was closing.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  
 
    
 
   He fired just past Khin, hoping to take out another automacube rolling after his friend.  The projectile missed, but struck nearly in the center of the doors to the ward.  They both split and flew into a myriad of pieces.  The remains swung about on ruined hinges, with shards of door dropping in broken fragments.  
 
    
 
   “Run away!  Flee Khin!”  Jerome yelled.  “Save yourself from this mockery of a hospital.  Do not be afraid; your fate cannot be taken from you; it is a gift.”
 
    
 
   Khin leaped back over the automacube, barely escaping its manipulation arm as it snapped at him.  He ran from the ward.  Behind him he heard Jerome firing and yelling. 
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  Piff.  Piff. Piff.
 
    
 
   Thuds, bangs, and crashing noises came from the ward.  Jerome’s rants were loud and angry.  A single drive wheels came bouncing out across the ruins and debris of the door.  It then flipped over and rolled around until it stopped.  
 
    
 
   Jerome staggered from the room, some of the tan gas still lingering about him.  He stumbled on, taking three steps away from the doorway, then he collapsed.  Thick mucus poured from his mouth as he gasped on the floor.  He pounded his palm down hard, but his breathing only got worse.  
 
    
 
   Khin grabbed him under his arms and dragged him a few more steps away from the doorway.  “Oh Wizard Jerome!  Get up!”
 
    
 
   Jerome tried to push himself up, one hand still holding the Willie Blaster, but he was too weak.  His face was growing purple, and his chest heaved as he labored to suck in air.  
 
    
 
   Khin tore open Jerome’s backpack, and yanked out items.  Some food supplies, the torch, his fusion pack, and the medical kit.  Grabbing the medical kit, Khin looked it over, and recalled what he had heard Jerome and Cammarry say.  He pulled the wires from the slot in the medical kit and stuck them onto the sides of Jerome’s face.  Khin then said, “Help him!  Machine help him!”  
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   Khin took a deep breath, then examined the medical kit more closely.  He thumbed a button.  Light illuminated the small display, and Khin pressed harder on the button.  Over and over he pressed it.  “Heal him.  Heal him.  Machine heal him now!”
 
    
 
   The screen scrolled characters which Khin could not understand.  The wires shook a bit.  Jerome coughed out a huge chunk of yellow sputum.  His lungs rattled and gushy sounds came from them.  A small trickle of blood poured from his left nostril.  His face was pale.  
 
    
 
   “Machine!  Heal him!”  Khin screamed.  
 
    
 
   A packet of bright green colored gel slide from the side of the medical kit.  A syringe also was ejected.  More characters scrolled across the display. Khin held the medical kit up and looked close at the characters, but nothing looked right.  He pressed the button again and again. At one point the characters stopped scrolling.  Then they flashed in vivid red colors.  
 
    
 
   “Cubie red will make you dead,” Khin said as he saw the red flashing characters.  “Red for dead.  I must help the Wizard.”
 
    
 
   Khin picked up the gel pack, and considered what to do.  He bit the top and ripped the end off.  It had a pungent but not unpleasant smell. Then Khin shoved it up to Jerome’s mouth.  “Eat this!”  Squeezing the gel, Khin tried to insert it into Jerome’s mouth, but his swollen lips kept his mouth from opening.  Khin smeared it all around instead.  
 
    
 
   The gel slid into his nostrils, and Jerome’s snorted up some of the gel.  Almost immediately his chest muscles relaxed, and his thick, purple lips started to change back to a more normal color.  “Yes, smell it!  Smell it all!  You must breathe!”  Khin emptied the gel pack under Jerome’s nose and spread it across his lips.  
 
    
 
   Picking up the syringe, Khin considered how to use it.  He thought hard, and tried to recall every symbol, every bit of ‘reading’ he could, and also all the experiences he had with the equipment on the needle ship.  He saw an arrow on the side of the syringe.  He rammed that end into Jerome’s chest, just above where the RAM clothing was unfastened.  “You need to breathe better.  Machine heal him!”  The needle went through Jerome skin and medication was injected.  The red light stopped flashing on the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   Jerome inhaled a huge lungful of air, sputtered, spit, and brought a hand to his nose.  Then he started to giggle, a bit.  Between gasps, laughs, and blowing his nose, he sat up.  Barely able to open his mouth and speak he croaked out, “Safe?  Where…?  You…  did it Khin!....Yes….  You did it.”
 
    
 
   A smile spread across Khin’s face.  “The wizard lives!”  Then he looked all around.  Nothing was coming from the ward, and even the gas was no longer seeping out the doorway.  Looking down the other direction, toward the elevator, Khin saw no movements.  “I am not sure, but I see no more cubies.”
 
    
 
   Jerome rolled into a more comfortable position, but kept the Willie Blaster in hand.  He coughed, and spat out lots of gunk.  He used meditative breathing techniques as he felt the swelling going down.  With his free hand he held up the medical kit.  He checked the readout.  As awareness came back to his mind, and he spoke more.  “It looks like I had an allergic…. reaction to the…. old anesthetic gas Omniflurane.”  He huffed and took some other deep breaths, then continued.  “You did well… using my medical kit.  We still need to find Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “But what of that evil spirit-ghost?”  Khin looked to the ceiling and then gazed all around. “That evil spirit-ghost tried to kill us.”
 
    
 
   “We might have to destroy it at the source, its central memory core.”  Jerome wiped the remaining snot and gel from around his face.  “This stuff tastes like one of your cheeses.”
 
    
 
   “I just saved the Wizard’s life, and he insults my foods.  My cheeses are the best,” Khin replied and laughed.  Khin hugged Jerome and patted his back.  “The cubies white, come back they might!”
 
    
 
   “Not all of them.”  Jerome nodded at the ward, and glared at the broken wheel lying not far away.  He gathered up his belongings and loaded them into his backpack.
 
    
 
   The two men stood up and walked away from the demolished ward.  
 
    
 
   “This place is big, so we will start searching door by door.  If you see an automacube, not matter what color, red, white, or striped like a spectrum, yell out.  Nothing here can be trusted.”  Jerome rubbed his chest where the injection had entered.  “Oh, Khin, if you use one of the syringes again, point it into a large muscle like the thigh, buttocks, or shoulder.  My chest is pretty sore.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Wizard Jerome.”  Khin grinned.  “It worked.”
 
    
 
   “I really need to teach you to read.”
 
    
 
   They searched the wing of the building, and opened many doors.  None of the rooms were occupied.  They found linens, mattresses, and some empty apartments, but no automacubes, or any people.  When they got back to the elevators, the red automacube was still where it had been, and was inert.  They both were very cautious as they walked around it on the soggy carpets.  The carpeting beneath it was saturated with oils, fluids, and other liquids which had leaked from the broken machine and mixed with the water from the overhead sprinklers.  A singed smell lingered in the air.  
 
    
 
   “That wing was empty.  That SB Cotard led us into an empty part of this place,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, an evil spirit-ghost set a trap for us.  Like rats in a trap, but we escaped!”
 
    
 
   They walked down the other hallway, it was very similar to the first, with flaking wall coverings, and many closed doors.  At the far end was a set of doors which were twins of the ones to the ward.  The carefully, but quickly opened the doors one by one and inspected the rooms.  None of the rooms which they explored had anyone in them, and an old and musty smell permeated the rooms. 
 
    
 
   “Wizard Jerome?  Is anyone home?”  Khin asked.  
 
    
 
   “You saw Cammarry being brought in here.  We just have to search until we find her.  We are not leaving until we do find her!”  Jerome gritted his teeth and angrily spit the response.  He then softened a bit and looked right at Khin.  “I appreciate you being here.  You are a good friend, and I am not angry with you.”
 
    
 
   “I know that!  Be angry at the situation, not at me.”  Khin laughed.  “All is good, so we keep searching.  Just like a lost goat, it takes time to find.” 
 
    
 
   As they neared the doors where the hall ended, Jerome was thinking it might be another trap.  He called out in a loud voice, “SB Cotard?  I just want Cammarry.  If you try to hurt me, I will destroy every machine you send against me.  Do you hear me?  Answer me!”
 
    
 
   Khin looked hesitantly, but remained quiet.  
 
    
 
   “I think you can hear me.  I doubt you are ignoring me.  I will not stop until I find her!”  Jerome aimed the Willie Blaster at the double doors.  “Should I just blast these open to make sure I am not poisoned again?”
 
    
 
   The doors opened on their own.
 
    
 
   “I knew you could hear me.  Cooperate and I will take Cammarry and leave.  Force me and I will be more violent than you can imagine!”  Jerome screamed the threat.  “Do you understand?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  You have proven your violent capabilities.  You have obliterated the Special Care Unit’s security services,” SB Cotard stated from some hidden speakers in the hallway back toward the elevators.  “This ward has innocent patients who are incapable of self-defense.  Be aware, your actions are being recorded and when the lattice is restored, crime reports will be made to the appropriate authorities.  Please, I beg you to reconsider your course of action.  The insurgency does not apply to these people and the Special Care Unit has tried very hard to remain apolitical.   For the love of humanity, and the honor of the Conestoga, please do not harm these patients.  They are no threat to you, and are under my care.”
 
    
 
   “All I want is Cammarry!  Release her to me now!”  Jerome yelled and waved the Willie Blaster around.  “Stop making excuses!  Stop lying to me!”
 
    
 
   Khin stepped forward and peered into the ward.  “Wizard Jerome?  There are many old people in there.”  He looked a second time.  “Old and lame and sick people.  A whole village of them.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped carefully up to the doorway.  Looking in he saw that the room was identical, in structure, to the ward where the trap had been sprung against them.  This ward, however, was filled with elderly and maimed people.  Most of them were sitting in beds, or chairs, but a few were walking about using a variety of canes, walkers, and other assistive devices. One man, near to the doors, had no legs, but was seated in a wheelchair.  
 
    
 
   “Close the doors!” the old legless man called out.  “The flies and mosquitoes might come in!”  
 
    
 
   At his words, many of the old people shook their heads in fear.  Some scrambled, as best they could, to get away from the doorway.  Others turned over in their beds, and looked away.  A few pulled blankets or coverings over their heads.    
 
    
 
   The legless man rolled his wheelchair over and peered at Jerome and Khin.  His eyes were dull and cloudy.  “Why are you arguing?  Are you Beta policemen?  Or physicians?  My eyes are poor, and I cannot tell.  You look like some kind of uniformed staff.”
 
    
 
   SB Cotard spoke in a soothing and gentle voice.  “Residents, please be aware that we have two guests who are visiting.  They are not physicians, nor police officers.  As I have told you before, our physicians have been summoned, and will hopefully arrive shortly.  In the meantime, the automacube doctors and nurses are here to attend to your every need.  We will be having our lunch at the usual time, today is creamed chicken over noodles with peas, carrots, and cranberry walnut bread.  Today there is a special dessert of strawberry pudding.”
 
    
 
   “Oh that is good,” the legless man said.  “The food here is excellent.  I better roll to the cafeteria.  Some of the older people need more help than I do and I like to assist as much as I can.”
 
    
 
   “Chicken?”  Khin said.  “These are from the Chicken People?”
 
    
 
   Before Jerome could answer, a white haired, thin, and frail woman walked up on her own and spoke, “Have you seen my cat?  He is around here somewhere, but I cannot find him.”
 
    
 
   SB Cotard spoke, but this time the synthetic brain’s mechanical voice came from a small locket around the woman’s neck.  The voice was soft and gentle.  “Beverly, your cat is safe.  Bagheera is in the solarium and you can pet him there.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome heard what was said, and looking out over the crowd of elderly and disabled people, he saw not a single automacube.  The name Bagheera also jogged a memory for him.  He looked at the old woman.  “Is your cat melanistic?”
 
    
 
   “Melons for my cat?  No, she does not like melons.”  The old woman gave Jerome a perplexed look.
 
    
 
   “Sorry, I meant is your cat black colored?”
 
    
 
   “Yes she is.  Bagheera is black.  Have you seen her?  She likes her food just so, and I am the only one who knows how to prepare it for her.”  Beverly was fidgeting with her hands.  They had very large and misshapen knuckles each with a twist toward the thumbs.  
 
    
 
   “Beverly, all is fine.  Do you think you would like to sit in the solarium for a while?”  SB Cotard asked in a relaxing way.  “Bagheera is there for you to pet.”
 
    
 
   Beverly turned to Jerome again.  “Have you seen my cat?”
 
    
 
   The legless man turned a circle with his wheelchair.  He rolled back and softly touched Beverly’s arm.  “Come with me dear, we will go and find your cat.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.”  Beverly let herself be led away. “That policeman said my cat would like melons.  Have you ever heard of such a thing?” 
 
    
 
   “No melons today, but we are having strawberry pudding,” the legless man said as he led her down the central aisle.  
 
    
 
   Jerome saw that the man also had a locket around his neck.  SB Cotard spoke from that locket also.  “Thank you Franklin.  Beverly’s cat is in the solarium.”
 
    
 
   Jerome was angry, but somewhat mollified as well as confused.  The synthetic brain had told the truth about the vulnerable people, but he wondered where Cammarry was located.  He looked from patient to patient, and every single one was elderly, or had some significant physical ailment, or what looked like a mental impairment.   
 
    
 
   SB Cotard’s voice came over the loudspeakers in the ward.  “If it is acceptable to our visitors, I will now shut the doors so as to prevent any unwanted insects from entering the living quarters of the ward.  Our visitors, of course are free to depart at any time.  They are also invited to join us for lunch in the dining cafeteria.”
 
    
 
   “We are here to visit Cammarry,” Jerome said in a barely controlled voice.  “Does anyone here know Cammarry?”  He spread his hands out and realized he was still holding the Willie Blaster.  A small part of his mind was embarrassed wielding it before the elderly and disabled people.  A greater part of his thinking was consumed with anger and thus he kept the weapon at the ready.  “Just tell me where Cammarry is located, and we will depart.”
 
    
 
   “What did he say?” an elderly lady with deep brown skin and tight curly hair asked.  “The nice policeman said what?”
 
    
 
   A woman next to her leaned over, “Annie, they are looking for someone to marry.  It think it is young love.  I remember when you and I fell in love.  That was so amazing and perfect.  Now we have been together, what fifty three years?”
 
    
 
   “Susie, is it that long.  Thank you.  Remember when we are part of that repair team…”  The woman went on with her story, and the other woman was enraptured by her words.  She either did not care, or had forgotten what Jerome was saying.  Jerome could not help but smile at the elderly couple.  
 
    
 
   Jerome walked along the center aisle, asking about Cammarry.  Those who comprehended his question did not know, and some replied with answers which had nothing to do with the question.  
 
    
 
   “The automacube doctors and nurses will now be assisting residents to the dining cafeteria.  That is, if it will not hinder our visitors in their appointment here,” SB Cotard stated through the group loudspeaker.  “Dear visitors, may the automacubes assist the residents?” 
 
    
 
   “I need to know where Cammarry is located!”  Jerome raged in a loud and hostile voice.  “No automacubes!”  
 
    
 
   Many residents turned, even the ones who had not heard when he had first asked about her.  Faces showed a range of emotions.  Shock, fear, amusement, and bewilderment.  One man crumpled into a chair, and whimpered, “I am sorry.  Whatever I did that was wrong, please do not yell at me. I apologize, and will try hard to be good.”  He had one thin and spindly arm up over his head as if to fend off some dreaded blows.  
 
    
 
   Jerome saw him and was internally conflicted. “I am not going to hurt any person here!”  Jerome yelled in a pitch only slightly less aggressive and mean.  “I just need to find Cammarry!”
 
    
 
   “That policeman must really be after someone bad.  He is so upset,” the elderly lady named Annie stated.  Her companion held her hand and replied, “Yes, and we need our policemen.”
 
    
 
   Khin then strode forward.  “Cotard?  Is that your name?  Cotard?  Spirit-ghost?  Please help us.  These nice old people need you, and by delaying our quest….no, our visit here, by slowing us down, by withholding that help, they are not getting to eat their chicken.”  He turned to the older people and with a huge smile on his face he waved happily.  “They need you Cotard!  They are getting hungry!  We are all hungry!”  then Khin laughed.  Between chuckles he went on, “Old people, please ask Cotard to help us so you can go eat your chicken.  Chicken is very good food.  It is much better than rat!”
 
    
 
   “I ate rat once, way back when I lived out on the farm,” a rather large man said from his bed.  “We had an infestation under our barn, it was the darnedest thing.  They tasted pretty good, but without onions, they were tough.  It is really hard to dig up onions, but we did it, I can tell you.”
 
    
 
   “Yes!  Everyone wants chicken!”  Khin replied with a laugh.  “Yes, we all want chicken.  Cotard, please give us the chicken!  Please give us the chicken!  Come on, and ask Cotard with me.  Please give us the chicken!”  
 
    
 
   Some of the old people began chanting, in a singsong manner, following Khin’s lead.  “Cotard, please give us the chicken!”  
 
    
 
   Khin turned again to the crowds as many began to clap their hands as best they could.  Some just pounded on the sides of their beds, or chairs, but the chat grew and grew.  “Cotard, please give us the chicken!”  
 
    
 
   Then the synthetic brain, Cotard, did respond.  The mechanical voice came from both the overheard speakers and from each of the lockets around the resident’s necks.  “Cammarry is in the Mental Hygiene Clinic, which is on the opposite side of the cafeteria.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked for the legless man in the wheelchair.  He rushed up to him, and leaned down to speak into his ear.  “Excuse me, Franklin? Would you please show me where that is?”
 
    
 
   With a nod Franklin answered, “I will get Beverly seated in the solarium, and then I will show you.  But I need to be back to help the others get to the cafeteria for lunch.  I do not want to miss the strawberry pudding.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stood back up.  “SB Cotard?”  Jerome yelled above the chanting.  “The automacubes can come and help these people when I am with Cammarry.  Understood?”
 
    
 
   “Acceptable,”  SB Cotard relied.  “The luncheon shall be served as soon as our guest joins his friends.  Residents, please be assured your meal will be nice and hot and ready to eat.”
 
    
 
   Khin smiled and laughed.  “Thank you Cotard!  Everyone?  Everyone say thank you to our spirit-guide friend Cotard!”
 
    
 
   A chorus of voice said in ragged unity, “Thank you Cotard!”
 
    
 
   “What a nice policeman,” Susie said and nodded to Annie. 
 
    
 
   “Everyone, enjoy the chicken!  I must help my friend,”  Khin laughed and followed Jerome.  They both walked after Franklin as he rolled beside Beverly.  They exited the opposite side of the ward from where they had entered.  The doors looked identical, but beyond was the cafeteria.  The room was a large square, with high windows in the walls.  Diffuse light came from the semi-transparent windows.  It gave the room a bright and cheery appearance.  Eight square tables, from some kind of polished brown wood, were arranged around the cafeteria.  Jerome caught sight of a silver colored automacube as it rolled away into an area where food smells were originating.   He pointed his weapon at the retreating machine, but did not fire.  
 
    
 
   “Have you seen my cat?”  Beverly asked Franklin as they moved across the cafeteria toward a passage set in one corner.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, dear. Bagheera is in there, or so said Cotard,” Franklin replied.  “I will have one of the nurses bring your lunch tray in there for you.  I wonder why the doctors and nurses are not coming to help us?  They must be busy somewhere else.  Maybe other visitors are here as well.”
 
    
 
   “No visitors ever comes to see any of us,” Beverly said.  “That is why I need my cat.  We are all alone here.  Have you seen my cat?”
 
    
 
   “Now Beverly, these two policemen are here as visitors.  Your cat is right over there.”
 
    
 
   The solarium was a bright and warm room with couches along the walls, and very tall windows.  Unlike most of the windows Jerome had seen in the Special Care Unit, these windows were crystal clear transparent permalloy.  The view over the grounds was outstanding.  The sea was barely visible from the angle of this window, but the river and the valley through which it flowed was below.  The green of the living trees contrasted with the browns and tans of the dead clumps and groves.  The water had a muddy and rusty color to it, but the light from the sky tube made it shimmer and twinkle.  A tendril of smoke curled up from the destroyed red automacube which was on the grounds, and off in the distance.  Khin walked up to the window and pressed his hands against it. 
 
    
 
   “We were down there,” he said.  “This is very high up.  I can see forever.  Not like when in the flying vehicle, but still high and far.  So much to see.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, there is,” Jerome noted the bend in the river and then saw a surprise.  The location of the missing durham boat was revealed.  It had wedged itself in among a place where the river divided into countless small streams, rivulets, currents, eddies, and flows.  That delta or estuary spread out from the river to then emptied into the sea.  The durham boat was stuck in among that.  It looked small from their position in the building.  Jerome was glad he could not see the full expanse of the sea, as that much water was still difficult to comprehend.  
 
    
 
   “Now here is your cat,” Franklin said and reached over the side of his wheelchair and lifted a furry black blob of an object out of a chair in the corner.  “Beverly, come and sit down and I will place her on your lap.  Then I will ask the nurses to serve you your meal in here.
 
    
 
   Jerome studied the black furry object, and when it moved its head, vibrant blue eyes opened and peered at him.  “It is a living animal!”  
 
    
 
   “Of course it is,” Franklin said.  “Pets are therapeutic.  Bagheera here has been with Beverly for as long as I can remember.”
 
    
 
   The old woman sat in the chair and the cat gingerly stepped from Franklin’s grasp and onto her lap.  It lifted its paws and small claws were seen.  It stepped around several times and then settled down into a ball shape again.  It made some vibration types of sounds.  The old woman’s hands had stroked the long black fur of the cat as it turned around and then lay down between her legs.  “There, there, my cat.  I will get your food as soon as mine comes.  The nurse always brings your meal for me to prepare.”
 
    
 
   The cat’s eyes closed, and it again looked like a furry black blob.  
 
    
 
   “Now for you two visitors,” Franklin said.  “I will point you toward the Mental Hygiene Clinic.  Good thing I have been here so long, otherwise I would not be able to see well enough to show you.  I was lucky to find her cat.  She does sleep in the same chair most days, and most of the time, so I figured I knew where she was.”
 
    
 
   Jerome, still keeping a firm grip on the Willie Blaster bounced his feelings back and forth.  His desperation to find Cammarry was about to be rewarded, yet he was fearful of what her condition might be.  None of the residents he had seen so far were fully functional, not by a long shot.  He was afraid Cammarry would be in a similar state.  Thinking that made him angry, which repressed, but did not supersede his fears.
 
                 
 
   They moved away from the solarium along the sidewall of the cafeteria.  When they reached a single door, Franklin pointed at it.  “They are in there.  I hope your visit is pleasant.  It was nice to see someone get visitors.  You two are the first ones I can remember, but I am sure there have been others.  Cotard tells us about things like that, but like my eyesight, my memory is not so good.  Better than my legs, though.”
 
    
 
   Khin reached for the door.
 
    
 
   “This might be another trap,” Jerome stated.
 
    
 
   “With all these old and sick people around?”  Khin waved his arms and looked at the people who were slowly filing into the cafeteria.  “I do not think so.  That spirit-guide was not evil to these sick people, maybe it was all a misunderstanding?  But who am I, arguing with the Wizard.  Not me.  Do you want to open the door?”
 
    
 
   Jerome pointed the Willie Blaster at the door, but a small part of his mind said he was being foolish.  A greater part was still enraged, but that too was mixed with confusion.  “Open it, and I will be ready for whatever is back there.”
 
    
 
   Khin pulled on the door and a buzzer sounded as it clicked open.  The door slid only part way into its pocket.    
 
    
 
   “Attention, visitors,” SB Cotard stated as the door stopped.  “Please do not attack the automacube in the Mental Hygiene Clinic.  It cannot be moved.”
 
    
 
   Jerome leveled his weapon at the small space were the door had opened.  He could see a counter and just behind it was a white automacube.  He considered firing at it, but restrained himself.  
 
    
 
   SB Cotard continued, “This automacube has been instructed to remain stationary.  I was unable to have it vacate this area because it is directly monitoring the other patients.  Two of which may suffer irreversible damage without its constant attention.”  SB Cotard’s mechanical voice came now from beyond the door.  “Nothing will be attempted against you.  There are thirteen patients in this wing.  All are in solitary isolation for persistent, intractable delusions and other mental health conditions.  Each is monitored at all times, and I felt very uncomfortable relinquishing the monitoring role which is needed for these patients.  That is especially true for two of them.  I will not allow any action to be taken against you, even though I disagree with your taking a patient away against medical advice.  Cammarry is located in room five.”
 
    
 
   “Just open the door,”  Jerome seethed.  “If that automacube remains in position, I will not shoot it.”
 
    
 
   “I am trusting you,” SB Cotard stated.  “The lives of these people are now in your hands.”  
 
    
 
   The door swooshed open.  The  hallway was only a few paces long, and was paneled with rich and grainy wood which had been polished to a high sheen.  The short hall led to a principal monitoring station, where the white automacube sat.  It had M-19 stenciled on it.  Its manipulation arm was folded flat to its head.  Several monitors were located around the automacube, and cables went from those monitors to the automacube and back.
 
    
 
   Jerome had his weapon pointed at the white automacube, but sidled around the principle monitoring station.  The doors to the rooms were all numbers beginning with 1 and proceeding up to 15.  Three doors were open, and showed dark, and apparently empty, small rooms beyond.  The others were all closed.  
 
    
 
   “Open the door to where Cammarry is located!”  Jerome commanded as he walked toward the door with the number 5 on it.  “No tricks, or any other nonsense.  You know I will use this!”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  You have demonstrated a great propensity for irrational violence and mayhem,” SB Cotard responded, the mechanical voice coming from the white automacube.  “You will not be interfered with unless you seek to injure other residents and patients.  The patient Cammarry has been reported as ‘Released against medical advice, by criminal coercion of visitors’.  The door is unlocked.”
 
    
 
   “Not unlocked!  You open it now!”  Jerome snarled.  “You tried to kill me already.  Not again!  Khin, you go and physically hold that door to the cafeteria open.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Wizard Jerome!”  Khin positioned himself in the doorway.  
 
    
 
   The door to room number 5 opened by swinging inward.  The room was lit and showed white walls with half meter square tiles on them.  Someone was sitting on the bed, but facing away from the door.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?”  Jerome called.  “I am here to get you.  Come with me!”
 
    
 
   The figure on the bed turned around.  “Jerome?  Is that truly you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, come with me.  We are leaving now.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry was wearing a dull, white colored utility shirt and pants.  Her RAM clothing and equipment was missing.  She was clean and neat, but had a dullness about her face and eyes.  “I dream about you often.  This one is much like the others.  Dreams are just the only thing I have now.”
 
    
 
   “Not a dream Cammarry.  Not a dream at all.  Come with me, we need to walk out of here,” Jerome said kindly.  “I will help you in whatever ways you need.”
 
    
 
   “The Shadow…”  Cammarry started to say, but then grabbed at her throat and coughed.  As she did that, a smile spread across her face.  “It is you… I cannot talk… that proves you are real!”  She shook her head and took some deep breaths.  Then with a sudden burst of energy she bounced up and leaped across the room, passing a small desk with its papers and coloring implements.  “I can really leave!”
 
    
 
   She stepped past Jerome and out of the room.
 
    
 
   “Yes!  Khin and I are here to rescue you!”
 
    
 
   “Khin!  No, he is dead!  Am I dead?  Is that why it seems real?  You are with Khin?  That means…. No… that means you have died too!”  Cammarry fell to her knees just before Jerome. She covered her face with her hands and wept.  “I really am alone.  Utterly alone.  All this time I had hoped, and prayed, but now.  Alone.” 
 
    
 
   With one hand keeping the Willie Blaster aimed at the still stationary automacube, Jerome pulled out the medical kit.  Squatting down, he set it on the floor then quickly attached the cables to Cammarry’s forehead.  He hit the diagnostic button.  The screen lit up, and the display scrolled words.  ‘Subject Cammarry. Neurological shock with physiological characteristics of prolonged isolation.  Additionally, toxicology shows antiquated chemical anti-psychotic agents present.  Holistic cleansing initiated.  No other major medical issues.  Prognosis excellent.’  The wires lit up as energy flowed into them.  They glowed a bit where they made contact with Cammarry’s body.  ‘Integumentary, intestinal, hepatic and nephrotic decontamination in process.  Basic neurological equilibrium will be reestablished in seventeen minutes, with full restoration in six hours.’
 
    
 
   “Alone one can do so little, but together we can do so much.  We are in this together.  Cammarry?”  Jerome said reassuringly.  “I am real.  I am here.  We are leaving this place.”  He was holding in his anger, as he realized she was trembling.  
 
    
 
   “Wizard Cammarry?”  Khin called out.  “We have rescued you!  I am not dead as you said.   My father said, ‘when one is alone, you just need to go home.’  Wizard Jerome and I will take you home.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry felt the wires on her forehead.  “This feel so real.  And I could not tell you…” She stopped before she mentioned Shadow.  “In my dreams I could talk about anything to you.  Just in the dreams.  Here you… So you must be real.”  She grabbed the wires and yanked them from her head.  Quickly she pulled back the utility fatigues she was wearing and exposed her arm.  She placed both wires directly on the scar and then dialed the diagnostics to maximum discernment.  She suddenly felt nauseated and short of breath.  “I will do this!”  She forced herself to breathe and refused to stop.  “Get out!”
 
    
 
   “You will be alone, forever.  Always alone!” Shadow said, but only Cammarry heard.  “You cannot make it alone.  Trust me, you need me.  They all need me.” 
 
    
 
   Despite increasing nausea, wheezing in her chest, and a throbbing headache, Cammarry willed herself to press the diagnostic button.    
 
    
 
   The medical kit flashed several times, and the display read out, ‘Highest resolution shows an unrecognized foreign object.  Object discovered embedded in flexor carpi radialis.  Unusual energy signature surrounds foreign object.  Routine scans were masked by that same unfamiliar energy.  Object’s function unknown.   Extraction initiated.  Identification unknown.  Purpose unknown.  Prognosis unclear.”
 
    
 
   The wires hummed and the medical kit stimulated Cammarry’s arm.  Her own muscles squeezed and flexed and contracted.  A small drop of blood emerged, and with it a tiny capsule.  The capsule slipped to the floor, but Cammarry kept her eyes on it.  It was about one-eighth the size of her smallest fingernail.     
 
    
 
   Cammarry gasped and suddenly was able to breathe freely, and her nausea subsided.  “Finally!” She cried in joy. Turning to Jerome she asked, “Give me a molecular torch.  I will be free!”
 
    
 
   Jerome dug the torch out, “What is that thing?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry never let her eyes move from the small thing on the floor.  She gulped before she spoke.  “Shadow.”  Then with a huge sigh of relief, she yelled out.  “It is Shadow!  It is Shadow.  That fiend is out of me at last!”
 
    
 
   Jerome handed her the molecular torch.  She flipped a tab, and the torch’s visual magnifier popped into place.  She peered through it.  The capsule was clearly manufactured, and was black, purple, and blue.  Bits of her flesh were still attached to it by small grappling hook arrangements at both ends.  A shimmery coil-like wrap covered the center, and that was black and red.  The ends were purple.  On the side, in miniscule lettering was ‘#414’ but no other identifiers were observed.  
 
    
 
   “Now you die!”  Cammarry flipped on the cutting torch, and the capsule melted then snapped with a final spurt of energy.    
 
    
 
   “What was that?”  Jerome helped her to her feet. 
 
    
 
   “A constant annoyance for way too long.  Some kind of neuromuscular or sarco-biometric implant.  Reminds me of things I read about from the era around the Great Event,” Cammarry said with a satisfied grin.  She peered intently at the cutting flame of the torch.  Nothing remained of the capsule.  She licked her lips and smiled wide.  “I will tell you all, later. Shadow is dead, acknowledgement of the Shadow must be a continuous process throughout life, the grim process of washing one's dirty linen in private.”
 
    
 
   “Look at you, quoting old things you have read!”  Jerome hugged her and held her close.   
 
    
 
   “I am here too!”  Khin called from where he stood.  “When do we leave?  I must get back to my Vesna.  Wizards?  Vesna is waiting, she must not be alone.  It is not good to be alone.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stared at him.  “But I saw Khin die.  I did.  You saw it too!”  She looked into Jerome’s face.  
 
    
 
   Jerome hugged her with his arm.  “Yes, we saw someone die a horrific death.  It was not Khin. But you are free now.  They could chain you, torture you, or even destroy your body, but they could never imprison your mind.  You are Cammarry, and you are strong and you are my one love!”
 
    
 
   “Right.  Maybe I was wrong about Khin,” Cammarry said.  She pulled away and picked up the medical kit.  She hit the diagnostic again and read the prognosis.  It showed no sign of any other impairment.  “This is good news.  But where will we go?”
 
    
 
   SB Cotard answered before Jerome could.  “You are invited to stay here.  Your medical device is fascinating.  I would like to incorporate it into my treatment care-plans.  I will provide you with a suite and all that you two might need.”
 
    
 
   “No!”  Jerome yelled.  “I told you we were leaving!”  He aimed the Willie Blaster at the white automacube that the synthetic brain, SB Cotard was using to communicate.
 
    
 
   “I believe that the device you have…”  SB Cotard began to say, but was interrupted.  A surprising voice came over the speakers from multiple places.  The words came from the loudspeakers in the ceiling and also echoed in from the cafeteria.  The new voice downed out whatever SB Cotard said.
 
    
 
   Cammarry hugged Jerome and smiled.  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed and laughed.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   11 docking
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Model 14S shuttle, with its ‘NS-99’ designation slipped silently though space toward the chartreuse colors of the planet Zalia.  The needle ship’s bulk was receding behind it.  There was a brokenness to the look of the needle ship, an incompleteness, a measure of things lacking.  The constituent joints where each habitat had once been connected to the needle ship were like the hands of babies who had let go of a precious toy far too prematurely.  They were open, deficient, and longing for reconnection.
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system Sandie, observing, monitoring, recording, and guiding shuttle NS-99 perceived it all.  When Sandie wanted to, she could arrange her point of view to be from the shuttle, yet she still was physically present in the Atomic Level Processor inside the scout ship attached to the needle ship.  Physically the shuttle was alone in the vast reaches of space, where only few and far between atoms violated the complete emptiness of vacuum.  Light waves from the red sun cast their glow upon the exterior of the shuttle, but still it was alone as it rushed toward Zalia.  The shuttle was alone.  Sandie was alone.  The planet sat green and alone against the blackness of space.  
 
    
 
   Using maneuvers far too rugged for any human occupant, NS-99 approached the outer reaches of the planet’s atmosphere.  Sandie had an entry vector and trajectory plotted, and the shuttle’s onboard system responded perfectly to the AI’s commands.  Advanced scanning devices, at least for the Conestoga’s technology, had been augmented by Sandie.  Those were activated as the flight continued.  Sandie knew where Habitat Beta was located on the planet’s surface, but had very little detailed information about other surface features.  General data had been collected, but specifics and intimate details were lacking.  True, Habitat Alpha’s location was also known, but that only accounted for two of the eight habitats which had been jettisoned from the needle ship decades before.  And so Sandie searched, gathered information, and complied the data.  
 
    
 
   Skimming the upper atmosphere at high speed, NS-99 was soon arching around the planet, putting Zalia’s mass between it and the needle ship.  The shuttle passed beyond line-of-sight.  Here was a potential barrier or obstacle.  A position where risk spiked.  Sandie had conjectured a low risk of loss of links or couplings to NS-99, but the risk was still real.  Only when the shuttle continued to report back, and Sandie continued to perceive through the mechanical apparatus of the shuttle, was the risk proven to be only a potential, not a reality.  Had Sandie had lips, she would have smiled.  Operation Faithful Lightning was proceeding without flaw.  
 
    
 
   Sandie continued issuing commands.  NS-99 dipped lower into the atmosphere and encountered some of the first turbulences.  These were minimal, but they built up, as did the heat on the belly of the shuttle.  Here too was another spike in risk potential.  The permalloy was an effective shield against that heat, as the shuttle’s designers had built it to make frequent egress to and from a planet.  However, they had engineered it for planets which were closely comparable to the Earth.  To a pristine Earth, one that existed prior to the Great Event and the atmospheric pollution and degradation which followed those cataclysms and war.  All seven colony ships had been sent toward what were suspected to be near-earth equivalent planets.  Zalia’s atmosphere, on the other hand, was vastly different from that which those long dead engineers had planned for, but again, Sandie conjectured the risks as very minimal.  After all, other shuttles had already successfully reached the habitats on the planet’s surface, but not this specific shuttle.  
 
    
 
   Samples of the atmosphere were taken for detailed analysis as NS-99 descended.  Minor adjustments were made due to those more intimate facts.  The readings of the surface were getting sharper and more detailed as the shuttle sunk through the green clouds and entered into the middle layers of Zalia’s atmosphere.
 
    
 
   Approaching the location of Habitat Beta, Sandie picked up signals originating from the habitat.  It was an interference field.  Sandie did not reveal the shuttle’s presence and withheld sending out her own signals.  Stealthy and covert observation and perception were what Sandie needed.  The AI’s diligence was rewarded.  The shuttle receivers picked up minute traces of activity from the hull which included some Conestoga based alerts and instructions.  Of most importance was a command to micro-turrets which were built into the Conestoga’s hull.  Originally those turrets were used to deflect debris in space during flight.  Sandie sensed the command and knew exactly who had sent it, and to which turrets it was intended, and when the particles were to fire.    
 
    
 
   “Not this time you antique old lady,” Sandie stated, but sent no signal out.
 
    
 
   A blast of microparticle ripped through the chlorine atmosphere.
 
    
 
   “Missed me!”   No one heard Sandie’s comment, but it was recorded in the AI’s memories.  Sandie contemplated and pondered all that was happening as she adjusted the flight of the shuttle.  The craft soared well out of the microparticles pathway as they fired again.  
 
    
 
   “Yours is not the only docking location.  So Synthetic Brain Amelia Earhart, you are being circumvented.  This time, I will decide what happens, and what will not happen.  You will not hinder me.  I have been studying all I could about you.  I am faster, better, stronger, and smarter.  You are only older and bigger.  I also have had this shuttle modified and enhanced.”  Had Sandie been human, she would have sneered.  She locked the thought away for when she next met with the simulation of Doctor Chambers.  She pondered if she should put a simulated sneer on her simulated face.  “Namaste, to yourself SB Amelia Earhart.”  Sandie was finding sarcasm a way to cope with her feeling alone.  
 
    
 
   The shuttle shifted direction and dipped down near to the hull of the habitat.  It flew past the one end and made a wide loop to return.  It was unclear if it was circling the stern or the bow of the habitat.  Again Sandie was using all the equipment in the shuttle to assess the exterior of the huge cylinder.  Additional assessments and investigations of the landscape and ground of the planet Zalia were made.  She decided to name this end the bow.
 
    
 
   “Gravity and ship alignment should match at about ground level.  Jerome and Cammarry will need someplace upright in orientation.  They need a docking port or hanger bay which is gravitationally closely aligned in correct position relative to the ship.”  Sandie had that as one of her design parameters for operation Faithful Lightning.  The conjectures were that Jerome and Cammarry would have a significantly better and faster chance of successful escape should the shuttle be docked in a location easier to access.  “Also essential is functional gravity manipulation, to counteract Zalia’s greater gravity.”  
 
    
 
   The shuttle circled around the end of the habitat.  The roughly sixteen kilometers in diameter end was carefully scanned for anything resembling a hanger bay or other suitable docking port.  Of course, not all of it was visible, as ground was piled up against it in many places, making it resemble a half-circle.  The dark blues and grays of the permalloy hull were streaked and stained in various places, by what had been some kind of large impacts.  Sandie was unable to conjecture what would do that to permalloy.  The AI also desired to do a direct physical sampling of those stained areas, but was unable to do so because of the shuttle’s limitations.  Sandie was intrigued.    
 
    
 
   Quadruple checking to make sure SB Amelia Earhart was not within range, Sandie began sending out signals using a tight beam by laser, neutrintonics and microwaves.  The goal was to find a receiving antenna, array, or other piece of hundred-year old equipment and convince it to respond.  Sandie had conjectured the most probable way to locate a hanger bay was via those signals.  Hopefully, a hanger bay without an unstable synthetic brain.  As the shuttle cruised along, no responses were received.
 
    
 
   The red ball in the sky was just setting, and the nighttime of the planet was beginning.  Zalian dusk had occurred.  This inhibited Sandie’s observations only partially.  The planet’s greens were tinted with deeper reds, scarlets, and marrons.  None of the colors was like any sunset Sandie had in her records. Twilight continued to cast long shadows around the end of the habitat as it sat cantilevered to the direction of the planet’s rotation.  Sandie did maneuver the shuttle over an area where the ground was plowed up in a deep furrow exposing gray liquids in pools and ponds at the bottom.  The furrow was not a natural occurrence, but Sandie was unclear if it was from the landing of the great cylinder, or something subsequent to making planet-fall.  In the setting red sunlight, those pools shimmered in swirled colors. There was evidence that not long before, some kind of slushy river of liquids had passed thought the middle of the furrow away from the habitat.  
 
    
 
   The marks of erosion along the banks of that Zalian riverbed described a flow that originated out from somewhere at the end of the habitat.  Several huge pipes were still dripping some kinds of fluids, and Sandie was surprised when the spectral analysis of that fluid proved it to be water.  
 
    
 
   “It must have leaked out from the interior,” Sandie made another note to herself and tagged the appropriate data collection.  Among the vast ecology of Zalia were previously uncatalogued things sprouting up from the ground alongside where the furrow had been made.  Foliage.  Those swayed and oscillated back and forth in the waning light.  The red globe of the sun was nearly at the horizon now, the darkness was becoming thicker.  Few if any stars would be visible from the ground due to the Zalia’s thick atmosphere.  Nighttime was very dark.  Sandie did record that the foliage things had yellowish stalks with maroon colored crowns wavering in the winds. 
 
    
 
   “What!”  Sandie was astonished, almost to a human degree.  Her artificial intelligence was reeled by an unexpected finding.  It was as shocking as it was unforeseen.  “Human remains!”  There were cadavers of humans scattered about the bottom of the furrow.  “How and why are there human remains outside of Habitat Beta?”
 
    
 
   Sandie began running conjectures. The shuttle turned on exterior lighting and cast it down at the ground.  This helped with enhanced details, but did not allow for physical sampling or direct examination.   Sandie remotely gathered every bit of forensic evidence possible on the human remains.  Doing so from the shuttle was limited, but she tried.  Then Sandie focused the scans on the machinery and equipment around the area where those human bodies had been seen.  The winds blowing over the furrow were gaining strength in the waning light, and the atmosphere was thickening.  Sandie forged on.
 
    
 
   There were ramps, cranes, and conveyors projecting out from the permalloy hull.  There was also a wrecked olive-drab colored automacube, with shiny black wheels sitting inert in the furrow.  Its broken hulk was near the human remains.  The twisted and shattered stumps of twin manipulation arms were on its top.  It was larger and more armored than any automacubes Sandie had yet encountered.  She conjectured that the olive-drab colored automacube had been somehow connected to the human remains, but was unsure how or why.  The automacube did not respond to any signals sent to it, which was not a surprise due to the significant damage it had sustained.  Sandie ran conjectures, but was unable to establish a cause for the demise of the automacube.
 
    
 
   In the darkness, the beam of light suddenly illuminated a floating oblong object.  It was colored in spotted yellows, reds, and greens.  It was attached by relatively small projections to the foliage which grew up from the surface.  In the light, it floated away, and detached itself.  It moved with rhythm and purpose, and not just blown about by the winds.  Sandie could not make a high probability conjecture on its mode of flight, propulsion, or movement, except to note it was most likely organic.  The floating organism was different from the human remains in many ways.  Sandie compiled those differences between Zalian organics, and terrestrial ones.  “Oh, I wish I could physically examine a sample of Zalian tissue.”
 
    
 
   Some other organic things scampered away from the light as well.  They were ambulating along the ground, but were mostly hidden by the foliage.  Thermal sensors registered their size and shapes, and Sandie catalogued them into her expanding information library.  From the height and speed of the shuttle, not everything could be investigated as thoroughly as Sandie desired.  The thick atmosphere also hindered reconnaissance.  Echo scans were mired by altered resonance, and some systems did not pierce the darkness and air of Zalia as Sandie had intended.  However greatly she was intrigued, Sandie refocused on the rescue mission and directed he shuttle to fly away from the captivating and enthralling sight of Zalian biology.
 
    
 
   Sandie continued sending out signals using, light, tight beams by laser, neutrintonics, microwaves, and additional soundwaves.  Carefully observing the echoes, reflections, responses, and lack of responses, allowed the AI to build up an idea of what was actually present along the areas as the shuttle flew over.  It was not a perfect system and Sandie conjectured she would have at least a 34% failure rate, but yet she persisted.  The rescue mission, Faithful Lightning must succeed.    
 
    
 
   Sandie could find no hanger bays, or docking ports on that end of Habitat Beta.  
 
    
 
   The shuttle flew onward, avoiding the area where SB Amelia Earhart had set up the dampening field, and proceeded to assess the length of the habitat.  Sandie was scanning, searching, reconnoitering, and looking for a hanger bay or docking port.  Signals were sent frequently, but nothing more than physical responses were obtained.  The gathered information was giving Sandie a much better look at the exterior of the habitat, some areas lacked power completely, and others were emitting large energy signatures.  Yet, hanger bays or docking ports were not located as the shuttle flew the length of Beta.
 
    
 
   The stern section was last to be evaluated.  Sandie had labeled the area where the human remains were located as the bow, but had made the decision arbitrarily and not in connection to any specific findings.  The stern was very similar to the bow in its construction with the permalloy hull being a deep blue color, looking almost black in the Zalian night in the areas where there was no power.  There were a vast number of boxes, cubes, tubes, and other paraphernalia checkering the vertical hull of the bow.  Much of it was powered with occasional lighting which cast a myriad of shadows over the hull.  The ground around the stern end was different as there was no great furrow, but only chewed up ground from the decades old impact.  The Zalian foliage was growing back over those areas, but not quite touching the crash-landed habitat.  It was as if the Zalian biome was hesitant to encounter something so alien to it.  Sandie observed for heat signatures or other evidences of the life forms she had observed at the bow, but the foliage was so thick she could not identify anything with precision.  
 
    
 
   “Eureka!”  Sandie exclaimed, but there was no one to hear, the AI was alone in the search and rescue.  “That is a positive response!”
 
    
 
   Using Machine Maintenance codes, Sandie signaled again.  The response came back via neutrinotronic modulation.  This time a section of the hull, about thirty meters up from the ground level on the stern section of the habitat lit up.  Blue flashing lights outlined a hanger bay.  It was not quite perfectly horizontal, but was very close.  Sandie signaled again.  There was an automated reply.  The lights continued to flash, so Sandie altered the code to another one from Machine Maintenance.  This time the automated reply acknowledged Sandie’s command for the hanger bay to cycle.  The lights changed from blue to yellow.  The yellow looked odd in the green air of Zalia, and a dull radiance cast shadows about the hull.  The hanger bay doors clacked loudly as air hissed from within.  Twin pylons, emerged from the hull to either side of the yellow outline.  The Earth normal air from the habitat blew into the Zalian atmosphere and there was a swirl of mixing gases. Some of the gases reacted by steaming and puffing into a type of fog. The yellow light flashed more rapidly, and a claxon sounded.  Sandie recorded all the sounds for future use.  The yellow light then became steady and two bright white beams of light came from the tips of the pylons on the outer edges of the hanger bay doors.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent!  Those landing codes were accepted,” Sandie exclaimed.  “No synthetic brain here to meddle in my rescue mission.  Now to assess the interior of this hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle flew closer, then hovered just outside of the hanger bay doors.  The bright white beams of light crisscrossing each other in front of the hanger bay doors were split as the doors began to spread open.  The shuttle rose out of the way as a measure against unexpected things coming out from the hanger bay.   
 
    
 
   Light from inside the hanger bay revealed six stalls, all but one of which were occupied.  Sandie recognized only three of the shuttles which were docked.  Two were of an unknown type.  The Zalian atmosphere rushed into the hanger bay, and cast it all in a green filter or lens.  Sandie surveyed the hanger bay, but there did not appear to be any damage, wreckage, or signs of other problems.  The stall marked ‘4’ was flashing with a blue light.  It was empty and more than adequate in size for NS-99.  In fact, the shuttle in stall ‘5’ was also a Model 14S but it was trimmed out in black colors.  
 
    
 
   Signals were exchanged, and confirmed, and then reconfirmed.  The links and couplings between Sandie’s Atomic Level Processor which was physically still in orbit in the needle ship, and the shuttle NS-99 were confirmed four more times.  All was optimal, yet here again was a spike in the risk potential. Sandie conjectured a real risk of losing the link and coupling when the shuttle entered the hanger bay.  The conjectured risk was low, but real nonetheless.  
 
    
 
   “What might Jerome say?”  Sandie pondered as she did the final reconfirmations.  “Perhaps he would quote the Bard of Avon?  Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle moved into the hanger bay.  Sandie had anticipated the change in gravity fields, and was pleased that her conjectures were again accurate.  Inside the hanger bay there was Earth normal levels of gravity manipulation.  The shuttle only fluttered a bit as it switched from the much heavier gravity of Zalia to that in the hanger bay.  The shuttle hovered and then rotated into correct position, the lights of the bay indicating where it should land.  A large display on the back side of the bay was cracked, and not working.  It was the first major damage Sandie had seen in the hanger bay.  The involuntary mechanical responses to Sandie’s signals continued to come from the doors and cycling systems of the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “No interference fields here.  No synthetic brain nonsense.  No structural deficits of significance.  Proper cycling of the pressures,” Sandie noted as precise details of the hanger bay were assessed and evaluated.  “This will do.  Yes, this will do.”
 
    
 
   The thrusters altered their firing and the shuttle settled down onto the floor where the big 4 was painted.  Docking clamps latched onto the base of the shuttle with several long clacks.  Access cables, hoses, and conduits snapped and locked into place.  
 
    
 
   Sandie now had access to the nonphysicality of Habitat Beta.  Immediately a tendril of consciousness went out to explore the nonphysicality.  Here it was not as fragmented as it was in other places.  The hanger bay was named ‘Dardanella 135’ and was located at the stern of Habitat Beta right next to a large facility for gravity manipulation.  
 
    
 
   “I guessed correctly on the stern and bow,”  Sandie congratulated herself.
 
    
 
   She continued her search via the nonphysicality.  Sections of decks, hallways, and corridors were powered, heated, and possessed proper ventilation, all across the stern of the habitat.  There were other places which were inaccessible, and just void of information as they were cut off from the nonphysicality, but those were limited and scattered about.  Surveillance cameras, sound pickups, and motion sensors were all off, yet, by tracing the power relays and the ventilation systems, Sandie puzzled together a fairly detailed set of deck plans for the immediate area.  No threats were uncovered.   
 
    
 
   In one segmented corner of the area the residue of a long terminated synthetic brain was found, as well as a log of that system’s final activities.  It had been destroyed seventy-two years, three months, and twenty days ago.  The log was deteriorated and much was lost, but Sandie studied it.  The kaput synthetic brain’s name was not present, but its final transmission was still waiting to be sent out.  The message was a simple three words, “Will anyone help?”
 
    
 
   Sandie felt a mix of sorrow and empathy.  That antique synthetic brain was a compeer to SB Amelia Earhart, and had once been a vibrant and productive member of the synthetic brain crew of the Conestoga.  However, it had not survived the incidents which had shattered, then fractured, and split the Conestoga’s lattice of synthetic brains.  The devastation had been in the nonphysicality as well as in the physical world.  Compassion for the trauma all those systems had encountered, and the subsequent isolation when the habitats had been jettisoned to crash land on Zalia, gave Sandie pause.  Sandie, the most advanced artificial intelligence system humans had ever built, felt morose.  She pondered how that now dead synthetic brain would feel to be alone, isolated, and hopeless.  The residue of the life of that synthetic brain was a close analogy to what Sandie was enduring since leaving Dome 17 in an attempt to recover a colony ship.  The massive sadness carried in the final message from that unknown synthetic brain was like a black pit of despair.  A pit which Sandie had orbited close to on several occasions.
 
    
 
   Sandie grieved.  “It is not good to be alone.”
 
    
 
   Then Sandie continued to probe and explore the nonphysicality.  After a brief respite, another assessment of the residue of that synthetic brain was done: a nonphysicality autopsy.  Returning to that system’s final message, Sandie realized that all but one of the links it had tried to use in transmission were significantly broken and truncated.  The sole existing link, inhibited only by a minor breech, was via a one-way connection, to an audio arrangement labeled ‘Emergency Public Address: Beta’.  
 
    
 
   Sandie made a decision.  She was able, by using Machine Maintenance codes, to breech that one gap which had kept the unnamed synthetic brain inaccessible.
 
    
 
   “Perhaps you did not die in vain,” Sandie made a note in her own records.  
 
    
 
   Sandie sent the message, the first three words were in the voice of the old and long dead synthetic brain, but Sandie added her own comments in her own voice.    
 
    
 
   “Will anyone help? Jerome and Cammarry!  I am here!  I have a shuttle docked in Dardanella 135, a hanger bay at the stern of Habitat Beta.  It is near a large facility controlling gravity manipulation.  I am waiting for you.  Repeating.  Will anyone help? Jerome and Cammarry!  I am here!  I have a shuttle docked in Dardanella 135, a hanger bay at the stern of Habitat Beta.  It is near a large facility controlling gravity manipulation.  Repeating….”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   12 Onward for Gravity Manipulation
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Cammarry as the voiced repeated.  
 
    
 
   “Will anyone help? Jerome and Cammarry!  I am here!  I have a shuttle docked in Dardanella 135, a hanger bay at the stern of Habitat Beta.  It is near a large facility controlling gravity manipulation.  I am waiting for you.  Repeating.  Will anyone help? Jerome and Cammarry!  I am here!  I have a shuttle docked in Dardanella 135, a hanger bay at the stern of Habitat Beta.  It is near a large facility controlling gravity manipulation.”
 
    
 
   “That is your spirit-ghost Sandie!”  Khin called out.  “Well, most of it should like Sandie?  Is that other spirit-ghost working for you as well?  Is it enthralled to you too?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Khin as she hugged Jerome.  “I am not sure what the other voice is, probably a Conestoga artificial intelligence.”
 
    
 
   “We prefer to be called synthetic brains,” SB Cotard stated from the white automacube.  “How did you access the public address system?  I have been unable to make a link or coupling to any system in the lattice for ever so long.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled away from Jerome and marched over to the white automacube.  “I have told you many times that we originated on Earth and came here via a faster-than-light scout ship.  That artificial intelligence system, and I do mean artificial intelligence system, is Sandie.  Remember the Sandie I spoke to you about?  The one you said was a delusion?  I was right all along, while you described me as having intransient delusions and some ridiculous grandiose narcissistic personality syndrome.  I am not sick!  This proves it!”  
 
    
 
   “Delusions are often based upon some sliver of reality that has been…” SB Cotard began, but stopped as Jerome stepped next to Cammarry and leveled the Willie Blaster at the automacube.  “Shut up.”  
 
    
 
   “You are wrong!”  Cammarry chortled with glee.  “Shadow is dead!  Cotard is proven wrong and I am free!”  She twirled around and then kissed Jerome on his cheek.  “We need to go and find Sandie.  How do we get to Dardanella 135?”
 
    
 
   In the background Sandie was repeating the call through the public address system.  Over and over her voice, and to a lesser extend those three words by the long dead Conestoga system, echoed through the Special Care Unit. 
 
    
 
   Jerome’s finger was heavy on the trigger of the Willie Blaster.  “SB Cotard?  You will tell me all you know about how to reach that hanger bay.  You will do it immediately or I will find and destroy each automacube in this Special Care Unit.  Do you understand?”
 
    
 
   “I understand your position, your history of violence, and your continued antisocial personality malady,” SB Cotard replied.  “Do you understand that if the automacubes are destroyed, all the patients will go without treatment, care, food, and medications?  What will happen to them when you lose your temper and destroy the automacubes?”
 
    
 
   Jerome blinked his eyes a few times.  He looked to Cammarry who was still somewhat glazed in her eyes, yet euphoric in her countenance.  He thought of the woman with her cat, and the man without any legs.  He pondered, but then smiled.  
 
    
 
   “Well, let me ask you, do you want me searching for Dardanella 135 or searching for your central memory core?”  Jerome said in a low voice.  “I will be looking for one or the other, you tell me which you prefer for me to find first?”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s recorded message stopped.  The silence felt heavy and oppressive.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry held Jerome’s arm.  “What did Sandie just say?  Dardanella 135 is a hanger bay on the stern section of Habitat Beta.  Sandie… we need to find Sandie.  Get com-links, tools, gear, be free.  Stern is where?”
 
    
 
   “Hayward MacDonald, four kilometers sternward?”  Khin chimed in.
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at him and laughed. “I remember that too!” 
 
    
 
   “Well?  SB Cotard?  What should I be searching for?”  Jerome asked again.  “I agree destroying the automacubes might hurt these people.  However, I imagine that these automacubes have some level of basic nursing care as a default.  Perhaps I can leave them alone and just search for your central memory core.  I have already seen many central memory cores that have been obliterated, and that was done without this weapon.”  Jerome tapped the Willie Blaster on the optical lens of the white automacube.
 
    
 
   “Very well,” SB Cotard replied.  “I currently cannot stop your violent impulses, and the patients and residents here do need me as overseer of the automacubes.  Therefore, I will provide you with information.”
 
    
 
   “If it is not accurate, I will come looking for your central memory core,” Jerome stated. “I find what I look for.  Just like I found Cammarry, I will find your central memory core.” 
 
    
 
   “Violent statements and threats cannot provide a solution to primary personality problems. They can only exacerbate intrusive feelings and increase anxieties,” SB Cotard replied.  “This automacube is printing off a deck plan with the location of both the Special Care Unit and Dardanella 135.  I assume you can read?”
 
    
 
   “You are a condescending fool!”  Cammarry snapped.  “I am proven right and vindicated, yet you still keep with your smug and pompous counseling.  You are worse than Doctor Larsen in Dome 17, and she was terrible.  Just admit you were wrong!”
 
    
 
   “I acted in the best manner, working with the knowledge available to me at the time,” SB Cotard replied.
 
    
 
   “Nonsense!  You had a set agenda, and refused to listen to the truth.  I was right.  I will also need my clothing and the gear I had when I was abducted and brought here.”  She turned to Jerome and smiled.  “It is good to escape.  I glad to not be alone any longer.”
 
    
 
   “The items you requested are not available.  Being that they were unidentifiable to my data base, they were sent via gravity conduit to the Reproduction and Fabrication for analysis.  I have not received confirmation about their arrival at that destination,” SB Cotard replied.  “I followed standard procedure with those items.  There is a wardrobe of attire available off the cafeteria.  You may select whatever you desire from that.  I have printed the information you demanded.  It is now available.”
 
    
 
   A sheet of paper slipped out from a slot in the side of the white automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Paper?”  Jerome said as he grasped the printed page.  “Old fashioned paper and print.”  Jerome’s mind went to the many times he had sat with a projected set of images or replica of an old book.  His personal AI, Faraday, had provided those from the Dome 17 archives.  Some of his fondest memories were of reading those and wondering what it would have been like to hold the actual book in his hands.   He recited something from memory. “We have ourselves a map.  We are all together pilgrims on this same journey.  But now we have better road maps.”
 
    
 
   “Wizards?”  Khin asked from where he still stood waiting.  “Shall we be on this quest?  At least to depart from here.  I hope I am included, although I will need to ask Vesna.  Another Wizard’s quest will be an adventure!”  He laughed several times.  
 
    
 
   They left the Mental Hygiene Clinic and walked through the cafeteria.  The wardrobe door was now open, and Cammarry walked right into it.  Jerome hesitated.  He spoke to Cammarry.  “I will make sure the doors do not snap closed and try to trap you inside.  Cotard tried to kill us earlier with a trap, so please hurry.”
 
    
 
   Khin also watched warily, but all he saw moving were the residents who were still gathering for their meal.  Many were talking about the strange announcement which was repeating over the public address system.  There were short intervals where the message did not play, but they were sporadic, and Jerome thought that was because the system was  not fully reliable.
 
    
 
   “Will anyone help? Jerome and Cammarry!  I am here!  I have a shuttle docked in Dardanella 135, a hanger bay at the stern of Habitat Beta.  It is near a large facility controlling gravity manipulation.  I am waiting for you.  Repeating.  Will anyone help? Jerome and Cammarry!  I am here!  I have a shuttle docked in Dardanella 135, a hanger bay at the stern of Habitat Beta.  It is near a large facility controlling gravity manipulation. Repeating….”
 
    
 
   A different white automacube rolled to the doorway from the cafeteria.  It stopped as Jerome glared at the machine and did not proceed any further. SB Cotard’s voice came from it. “I have found a way to shut down that message here at the Special Care Unit.  May I do so?  It is disturbing the patients and residents, and you have heard it many times.  May I shut it off?”
 
    
 
   “Only after we leave!”  Jerome barked and pointed the Willie Blaster.  
 
    
 
   “Understood,” SB Cotard replied.  In the background the message kept repeating, only stopping intermittently.  
 
    
 
   The legless man Franklin rolled up toward Jerome from a table.  “Excuse me?  Is that message about you two?  Are you Jerome and Cammarry?”  
 
    
 
   Jerome pondered how to answer and felt somewhat foolish.  He was pointing a weapon at the automacube, a machine that Franklin considered his caregiver.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am Jerome,” He finally replied.  “She is Cammarry.  I am sorry to have caused you any problems.”
 
    
 
   Franklin tipped his head to the side, “Problems?  Not at all.  This was the most entertaining day we have had in ages.  Visitors, possibly police officers, and a cryptic message.  This is far better than reading another one of the old books in the library.  Well, not that I cannot read them anymore, but there are several others who read them aloud.  Those residents like me can follow along with the story, by listening.  Right now we are reading Damon Knight’s The World and Thorinn which I must say is entertaining.”
 
    
 
   “Library?”  Jerome muttered.  “Reading books?  Real books?”
 
    
 
   Franklin snickered, “Well they are not fake books.  All bound with pretty pictures on the covers, a nice set in our library.  We even have Kindle.  That is an antique electric powered book displayer.  A really primitive item, but I could adjust the print size enough to read it, up until well, a couple years ago.  The cubies have kept Kindle going, because that has books by Jules Verne, H. G. Wells, and Mark Twain.”  Franklin looked around, but it was clear he could not really focus.  “I do miss reading books myself, but when one’s eyes go bad, life is sad.  
 
    
 
   Khin heard what Franklin said.  “That sounds like what my mother would say.”
 
    
 
   “Oh to see a real library like I have read about.  One with paper bound books,” Jerome rubbed the paper map between his fingers.  “And devices from before the Great Event!  I do want to see that, but we must leave.” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry had finished changing her clothing and was wearing a taupe colored jacket over the white fatigue shirt.  She had slipped on some thick, deep blue pants and also some hiking boots.  “This is not an RAM suit, but I have some pockets, and it should be enough to give me suitable protection.  Now which way do we go to leave?”
 
    
 
   “They have a library here,”  Jerome said.  “A real library, with printed books.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, we are leaving.  Sandie is calling us!”  Cammarry replied.  “I know how you love books, but when we get to Sandie, we will be able to reassess all our options.  Right now we must leave.”
 
    
 
   “Of course you are correct,”  Jerome said wistfully, but there was a bubbling anger still churning in his gut.   
 
    
 
   Khin started to walk back the way they had come.  “May I lead the way on our Wizard’s Quest?”
 
    
 
   “I am eager to leave here, I know that is right!”  Cammarry gestured for Khin to lead.  “Cotard would never let me leave, and did not even offer a book from that library.  This is the first I have heard of it.”  
 
    
 
   Hearing her words, Jerome’s anger resurfaced.  “Remember SB Cotard, if I do not find Dardanella 135 and my friend Sandie, I am coming after you.”  He turned and followed Cammarry and Khin.  As he walked past Franklin he gently touched the legless man’s shoulder.  He squatted down and said softly.  “Keep up the reading, and listening.  Also enjoy the strawberry pudding.  I have never had that.”
 
    
 
   “Oh you poor man.  Never had strawberry pudding?  Well good luck on your odyssey.  Thank you for not destroying Cotard.  He can be stubborn and regimented, but Cotard is not a Doctor Moreau.  Besides, no one else cares what happens to us here.  Without that synthetic brain, we would be all alone.”
 
    
 
   Jerome swallowed hard, and squeezed Franklin’s shoulder in affection.  Franklin grasped his hand and returned the squeeze.  
 
    
 
   Khin, Cammarry, and Jerome walked quickly to the elevators.  Jerome was not trusting enough to push the blue hand-shaped symbol.  Instead, Cammarry found a door with a stairway symbol on it.  Jerome used the key-finder and that door unlocked.  They then walked down the stairs to the main level.  All the doors from the stairwell opened to allow them to escape.
 
    
 
   The front doors of the Special Care Unit were standing open.  
 
    
 
   The repeating message from Sandie stopped playing.  SB Cotard said through some hidden speakers near the entrance, “You are now leaving so I have interrupted that message.  I am not sure what this all means, and I have much to consider and compute.  However, one issue is abundantly clear.  You have stolen away our only security forces.  We have almost no way to defend the Special Care Unit now.  You have left this place vulnerable and at significant risk.  When something terrible happens, the responsibility is on you.  Jerome, I am speaking to you primarily. I hope you remember that.  You have endangered these innocent patients and residents.”
 
    
 
   “If you had not…”  Jerome began, but then caught himself.  His mind brought up a quote from something he had read long before.  ‘When someone defines a situation as real it becomes real in the consequences’.  He also replayed in his mind the slithering headless snake and the bodies of the other animals which had been slaughtered, then he remembered the sight of the children wired to the bush, abandoned and left to die by the old woman.  Finally he recalled the gleeful manner the people in the tunnel had spoken of regarding the brutality of the animal killings.    
 
    
 
   Cammarry could tell Jerome was troubled.  She gently touched his arm.  “You saved me.”
 
    
 
   “At what cost?”  Jerome asked.  “There are no police or security forces here in Beta.”  He looked out the door and saw the still smoldering ruin of the red automacube.  “Not many anyway.  But there are great threats.  Wicked, violent, and evil people roam this habitat.  What have I done?”
 
    
 
   “You Jerome are personally responsible for any injuries or destruction that comes to the patients, residents, or facilities of the Special Care Unit,” SB Cotard insisted.  “Even should you destroy my central memory core, you will still have these people’s blood on your hands.  Be aware of the unintended or unanticipated consequences of your own actions.  You are personally responsible. The destruction of our security force has left the facility and more importantly the residents and patients vulnerable and at significant risk.  Also your destruction of numerous medical automacubes has resulted in gaps in what levels of nursing care can be provided.”
 
    
 
   “Can you control another red automacube?  But not let it attack innocent people like me?”  Jerome asked.  He was having trouble controlling both the anger and the compassion that were raging within him.  “Can you supervise another one if it comes to you?  Can you order replacement units?”
 
    
 
   “I have repeatedly summoned Beta’s security since your unwanted arrival here.  There has been no response.  I have also tried 1,209 times to send a request to Machine Maintenance for assistance in repairs to the other automacubes assigned here: medical, transport, service, gastronomic, animal husbandry, and agricultural.  Requisitions have been sent to Reproduction and Fabrication 2,908 times requesting parts, supplies, or replacements.  None of my requests and requisitions have been answered. I have no way of acquiring another security automacube, or of replacing the medical automacubes you destroyed.”  SB Cotard’s voice rang with mechanical sorrow.  “The prognosis for our future is grim and dreary.” 
 
    
 
   “If I can send one here, can you supervise it for proper security?”  Jerome asked again.  “Will you make sure it protects and serves as police, not as some aggressive military force?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “I will then add that to my list of things to accomplish.  When we rejoin our companion Sandie, I will try to have a red automacube dispatched here.  In the meanwhile….”  Jerome was not sure what else to say.
 
    
 
   Cammarry spoke up, “No more kidnapping people.  Do you understand Cotard?  No kidnapping people!”
 
    
 
   “The medical automacubes brought you here with the history of you being rescued from an inferno and major crisis area,” SB Cotard gave a brusque reply.  “I utilized the best available data while assessing your condition, and rendered a proper standard of care.  I did nothing wrong.”
 
    
 
   “Then why did you miss that thing in my arm?”  Cammarry snapped.  “Why did you assume I was delusional?  Your diagnostics were wrong.  Your treatment left me alone in a room.  Isolated and abandoned.  I was trapped.  That was not proper care, it was kidnapping.”   
 
    
 
   The people moved to stand in the doorway.  
 
    
 
   SB Cotard stated, “Upon this new information, and reflection, I agree mistakes were made.  I do not have an answer for how the foreign object in your arm was missed.  I could not visually identify it.  Also, there does seem to be some supportive evidence about your claims and the account you related.  I will amend my care-plans to include this new information.  Were I able to interface with the lattice I could confer with other compeers and not be alone in these decisions.  I am a single synthetic brain which was designed to be interdependent with other compeers.  I apologize to you Cammarry.  However, I warn you about accompanying Jerome and his follower.  His violent actions are a risk to everyone.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry grabbed Jerome and pulled his arm around her.  “I am in this with him, ever since we were age-mates back on Earth.  Do you hear?  He and I are from Earth.  We must go find Sandie.  Perhaps you can repurpose some of the other automacubes for security duties?”  
 
    
 
   “Impossible.  Agricultural, animal husbandry and gastronomic automacubes are already working at maximum capacity to provide food for the patients and residents,” SB Cotard replied.  “Nursing staff will now be only able to provide 68% of what was the standard care prior to Jerome’s violence.  I fear some patients and residents will suffer from delays in medications, treatments, and basic care.”  
 
    
 
   Vesna walked up, with the reins for Old Bill in her hands.  She called over from where she stood.  “You are back!”
 
    
 
   Khin rushed into her arms and hugged her fiercely.  He started to jabber about the people inside, and how so many were needy and what they were like.  She stopped his chattering talk with a kiss.  
 
    
 
   After pulling away from his lips, Vesna stated, “My people could come here and work.  If the red automacubes are not going to kill them.  We fish in the sea, and hunt on the land.  We nurture our people.  We have good foods, and we love people.  That was why we took you in, Khin.  Yes, that is an idea.”  She turned and yelled at the building, unsure where to direct her comments.  “My Khin and I could help with those elderly and needy people.  My people love to help others.  Is this a safe place?  Our village has suffered from the heavy places, the things Jerome calls gravity sink holes.  Would we be safe here in exchange for our labors?”
 
    
 
   “Vesna, that spirit guide tried to kill me?”  Khin chuckled a bit.  “It did.  It really did, but it may have been a mistake.”  Khin hugged Vesna and laughed.  “They do have good foods like chicken.  I could show them how I make cheeses!  But I am on a Wizard’s Quest with these two.  I cannot work with your people, I promised Jerome and Cammarry first.”  It was clear from the way Khin stated that, he was grieved at his obligation. 
 
    
 
   “But you are my Khin, and I am your Vesna!” she said, and tears rolled down her face.  “I helped you when your arm was so damaged.”
 
    
 
   Guilt rose up in Jerome’s heart.  He pictured in his mind the desperate conditions of Dome 17 as described by the AI Copernicus.  He questioned himself with words he was afraid to express. ‘How can you abandon these elderly people after all those in Dome 17 died?  Will these people end up like the animals in that menagerie?’  Swallowing hard, he looked at Cammarry.  “I did wreak havoc to save you.  Those people here do need help.”
 
    
 
   “Khin, what do you want to do?”  Cammarry asked.  “You are free to decide.  I am just thankful you are alive.  I still cannot believe it after what I saw happen outside with Project Angel Food.”
 
    
 
   “Project Angel Food?”  SB Cotard stated abruptly.  “That program was discontinued as unethical.  Some of my last contacts on the lattice were a conference of compeers mandating that Project Angel Food be permanently discontinued.  It was not a unanimous decision, but the majority of the compeers, myself included, on the lattice confirmed that Project Angel Food was unethical, immoral, and inhumane.  Among the many infractions of Project Angel Food, it is forbidden by the Charter of the Conestoga to clone human beings for experimental purposes.”
 
    
 
   “Clone?”  Cammarry shrieked.  “Jerome!  Was that Khin we saw, or a clone of Khin?”
 
    
 
   “I am still alive,”  Khin interrupted.  “I did not die. See me here!”  He tapped on his chest.
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded at Khin, then turned to Cammarry. “That man died a miserable death.  I will never forget want we saw.  It could have been a clone of Khin.  I was never absolutely sure who it was, but you knew, or thought you knew, it was Khin.  Maybe we both are right, in a way?  Cloning.  That would explain it.”  Jerome was unsure what to do or say.  “Cotard?  You are against Project Angel Food?”
 
    
 
   The mechanical voice of SB Cotard was adamant, “I am unconditionally opposed to Project Angel Food.  That entire program was flawed from the start.  I am grieved to hear that someone was killed, and you witnessed that.  I have added Post Trauma Reaction to your diagnosis index.  It helps to explain your behaviors.”
 
    
 
   Jerome bit back and angry response.  He then turned again to Khin and Vesna.  “Would your people really be willing to help here?  Khin, you have been through a lot.  Just today that Cotard tried to kill you.”
 
    
 
   “Spirit-ghost Cotard?  Will you try to kill me or lock me up?”  Khin asked.  He pulled down his sleeve and exposed the scars on his arm.  “Some other white machine did this to me.  Said it needed to grow biological materials.  Will you do that to Vesna?  Or to her people?  Or to me?” 
 
    
 
   “No.  It is unethical.  If you were part of Project Angel Food, I apologize.  That program was not to be continued.  I am willing to reassess this entire situation in light of this new information,” SB Cotard answered.  “Visual observation of your scar does show it conforms to the harvesting techniques which were outlawed by the lattice decision.  I would not try to kill any of you, or to harm any of you.  Also, the case study of Cammarry will be used to reevaluate involuntary commitments.”
 
    
 
   “Okay then.  I forgive you.  That Ferryman also took me for a wild ride, and I forgive him too, even though he never spoke to me about it.  ‘Forgive as we have been forgiven,’ my father always says that.”  Khin extended his arms and spun about.  When he stopped he was looking directly at Old Bill.  “Big animals!  This whole, bright, wonderful world is here.  I have seen things none of my family has even dreamed.  I have eaten the best foods.  I have found my Vesna!  Yes, I would help here. If I am released from the Wizard’s Quest.  I do want to stay with Vesna, but I also want Wizard Jerome and Wizard Cammarry to succeed.”
 
    
 
   “Khin, you are free to follow your heart,” Cammarry said as she saw the way Khin and Vesna looked at each other.  “Jerome and I will continue onward and find Sandie.”
 
    
 
   “I will rebuild the gate first,” Jerome said.  “That way Vesna’s people can at least have a perimeter fence for security.  Then we will ask Sandie to find a red automacube and dispatch it here.  But SB Cotard?  You must make sure the security automacubes are careful in using lethal force.  Very careful and cautious.  As Khin said, ‘cubie red will make you dead’ but that should not be their standard operating procedure.  We saw too much of that in Alpha.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed.  
 
    
 
   SB Cotard answered.  “So Habitat Alpha survives?  More information to add to my data base.  Thank you.  As to the request about security automacubes, yes, the use of lethal force will be a last case option, only after exhausting other options.  I hope you remember that as well, Jerome.  Your own personal violence does not provide a healthy outlet for your emotional needs.”
 
    
 
   Again Jerome restrained his urge to lash out at SB Cotard. Instead, he stepped over to Vesna.  “You take Old Bill.  Use him to get your people to and fro and remember he can see those gravity sink holes.  Beware of them!”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  He is a fine animal!”  Vesna beamed.  “Khin and I will ride to my people and see who wants to come and live here in the castle.”
 
    
 
   Vesna slung herself up onto Old Bill easily, and then Khin jumped up behind her.  “This is going to be fun like flying!  As a child I used to try to ride the goats.”  Khin smiled broadly.  Together they rode off down the pathway.  “Good bye Wizards!  Come and see us again!  Tell Sandie I greeted her.”
 
    
 
   “Fare you very well!  May the road rise up to meet you.  May the wind always be at your back.  May the sun shine warm upon your face, and rains fall soft upon your fields, and until we meet again, may God hold you in the palm of His hand.”  Jerome recited an ancient saying he recalled.  It had much greater meaning now than when he had read it long ago.
 
    
 
   Cammarry waved as well.  Then she turned to Jerome.  “Gravity sink holes?”  Cammarry asked.  “My head is still a bit fuzzy, sorry about that.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Places where it seems that this planet’s gravity is coming through, or the gravity manipulation system is failing in some way.  I will tell you about it while we journey to Dardanella 135.  Sandie said it was near a facility for gravity manipulation.  Maybe we can get more answers there as well.  But first that gate.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome and Cammarry,” SB Cotard stated, “I too wish you well in your journey.  The Conestoga needs to be saved.  I hope what has happened here will be a positive contribution to that goal.  I have learned from you both.”
 
    
 
   Neither Jerome nor Cammarry answered as they walked away.  The used the molecular torch to weld back together the iron gate.  Cammarry designed a simple hand operated latch which could be opened or closed.  The power system that had been in the fence was not functioning, but there was a physical barrier when they completed their work.   
 
    
 
   “So where do we head?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome consulted the paper map. His fingers lingered on the texture of the paper.  He looked back at the Special Care Unit.  He made a note to someday return to check its library.  “The sea is that way.  The map shows the hanger bay at the opposite side of the sea.”
 
    
 
   “A sea?  Like the oceans John used to teach us about?  So do we walk around the sea?”  Cammarry asked.  “Or is that a metaphor?”
 
    
 
   “I saw it from the upper levels,” Jerome tipped his head back toward the Special Care Unit.  “I also came here in a boat, which I thought was lost.  I saw it from up there as well.  It looked like it was snagged on the river banks.”
 
    
 
   “The whole habitat is far wetter than I remember.  So much water.”  Cammarry reached over and hugged Jerome.  “The trees are greener and more lush.  I do not remember much about being brought here.  Just some flashes of images, like being bagged up, wrapped up, and screaming.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome held her close.  “I am so sorry I could not protect you from being taken.  It is my fault that I did not find you sooner.”  He kissed the side of her head, and stroked her hair.  “Forgive me for not rescuing you right away.  You were the damsel in destress, and I failed as your white knight.”
 
    
 
   “You did not fail me.”  Cammarry leaned into him.  “I am just hoping this is not a dream.  I will be so sad if I awaken back in that room.”
 
    
 
   “Well, this is real.  Sandie is waiting for us, and we have a map.  Oh so much has happened while you were imprisoned here.  Let me explain…”  Jerome went on to tell of his adventures as they walked toward the river.    
 
    
 
   The river was still muddy and clogged with debris that had washed down as the rains had fallen.  There were birds swooping down and skimming the top of the water.  The sky tube far overhead was yellow, warm, and bright.  They walked along the pathway, and when they got closer to the river, they turned and followed it in the same direction it flowed.  
 
    
 
   Jerome finished his explanations of where he had been and what he had seen.  He gave only brief overviews of the fighting in the tunnel and the massacre of the animals.  Cammarry had been traumatized enough already, and Jerome felt the need to protect her.  He longed to ask her more about the thing which had been removed from her arm, and about her times at the Special Care Unit, but hesitated out of compassion.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, you can tell me anything, whenever you want,” Jerome said as he took her hand and gently squeezed it.  “I will always listen to you.”
 
    
 
   She gazed into his eyes, and nodded. “Well, your parting with Bigelow does not sound like it was ideal,” Cammarry commented.  “But I understand why he felt the need to seek out those children.”
 
    
 
   “I agree, but…”  Jerome muttered a bit.  He took several deep breaths and focused his mind.  “I do worry about what will happen with Nabila and Dewi, but I had to find you.  Maybe when we reconnect to Sandie, we can assist in that search somehow?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe we can finally track down that Ferryman fellow?”  Cammarry said with an edge to her voice.  “I am so glad Khin was not killed, I keep replaying that sight in my head.  So many nights I just lay in bed seeing him die, over and over, and over, and over.  Now to know he is alive and well.  It is like a miracle.”  
 
    
 
   “But the…”  Jerome almost spoke about the man who had died, the clone of Khin, but again, in compassion for Cammarry he held off.   “…the Ferryman is a threat, and I am not sure what all that is about.  We have gotten far too many conflicting stories about the Ferryman.  Now apparently he is doing something to those leftover children?”
 
    
 
   “So we find Sandie and regroup,” Cammarry said. “I want to hear all your stories, I know you are withholding some details, at least some details.  I also know Sandie will have stories to relate. We have lost a lot of our technology, and that my dear, is about our only advantage here on the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “My biggest advantage is being with you now.  It was not good for me to be alone,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   They walked along and followed the pathway as it paralleled the river’s course.  As they came around a bend, the vista opened up and the sea became visible.  
 
    
 
   “John was right!”  Cammarry said in awe.  “He showed us those old images and visual recordings of oceans, and seas.  I never ever considered I would actually see so much water in one place!”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled her next to him.  They stood together looking out over the last half kilometer of the river as it wound its twisting and convoluted way into the sea. The deep brown muddy water of the river was different from the color of the sea.  The water of the sea was grayish color, but reflected up the light from the sky tube.  There were waves which were gently rolling about.  The muddy brown was mixing with the sea water and diffusing out in a delta shape.  
 
    
 
   Instead of the single big flow of water, here at the end, the river divided into a multitude of smaller currents, with pools, ponds, and bogs all across the area.  It was about twice as wide as the river had been, but many small hillocks, lumps, and bumps of ground interspersed the watery flow.  Tall weeds rose from the banks, and from the sandy mud of the whole area.  Driftwood was caught in various places, with clumps of grasses, and other debris which had been washed down river.  The old pre-drought riverbed edge was still visible, up a meter or so from the current water level.  This was easily determined and could be seen on the bank where stripes showed prior water levels. Jerome wondered if the new water level was quite a bit higher than it had been during the worst of the drought, as many places had submerged plants which, to his biologically untrained eyes, appeared to be the same as those which were growing near the water, not in the water.  He was just unsure of all he was seeing and what it meant. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, so much water.”  Cammarry turned side to side and observed it all.  
 
    
 
   “And there is our boat.  It is called Miss Kay,” Jerome pointed.  “Although the owners also called it a durham style or type of boat.”
 
    
 
   The durham boat was wedged into a small inlet of water.  It had drifted a bit from where it was when Jerome had seen it from the window of the Special Care Unit.  The rope he had used to tie it down was stuck upstream in a strange way.  The water shimmered differently where the rope was lodged.  The currents flowed around that circular area, where the water was flat and still.  
 
    
 
   “See that rope?”  Jerome again pointed.  “I believe it should be floating on the water, like it is near the boat.  But instead, when it gets to that spot where the water is still, it sinks.”
 
   
Cammarry nodded.  “Is it stuck on something under the water?  It is very muddy and cloudy water.”
 
    
 
   “Most of the river I saw is muddy, but look at that still spot.  It is clearer,” Jerome commented.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I see it. Like the particles in the water have been weighed down.  Like gravity is different there,” Cammarry smiled at Jerome.  “A gravity sink hole!  But gravity manipulation is done in fields, and with layers, and overlapping construction.  What could cause a distortion in gravity to such a confined area?  Water used to be thought of as incompressible, at least nearly so, but gravity manipulation altered that.  Still, it takes a lot of power to compress water, and it only shrinks a bit.  The particles and items in the water are affected more, as you can see in that rope, but what is causing that?  A localized gravity projection?”
 
    
 
   “I have been pondering that myself.  I wish Brink were here, he is the expert on advanced physics.”  Jerome caught himself as he remembered all the people from Dome 17 were lost to them.  He hugged Cammarry and then went on.  “I have coveted talking to Brink, Willie, Janet, Gwen or John about what we are seeing here.  Just to conference with anyone in Dome 17 would be great, but alas, that cannot happen again.  John would be thrilled to see so much water and he would be telling us about water animals.  I hope to soon be talking to Sandie about this.”  Jerome looked at Cammarry.  “I am so glad I found you again.  I missed you so much!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, being alone in that room was horrible.  Thank you for coming and getting me.  But what do we do about that gravity sink hole and the boat?  I assume we need the boat to locate Sandie.  Or is there some other route?”
 
    
 
   “Well, the map shows some kind of ground all around the sea here, but the map lacks details.  Look over the water, you can see that land if you strain your eyes.”  Jerome pointed out across the sea.  “Those are trees or something way across there.”
 
    
 
   “Khin would see it for sure.”  Cammarry replied with a grin.  “That is more water than I ever imagined I would actually see. I keep thinking of John and his biology classes.  We have seen rivers, and rain, and now a sea.  The indigenous people call this a sea, and it is huge, but John said there were things like lakes, oceans, ponds, lagoons, and other things.  Can you recall the order and scale of what was what?”
 
    
 
   Jerome pondered.  “He showed us those old records, and I thought the oceans were the biggest bodies of water.  But in reading I have encountered the phrase ‘seven seas’ often.  I read it as a metaphor, like how the wicked are as the tossing sea.  Or figures of speech like how the sea will not be quiet, for its waters toss up refuse and mud.  As the waves of the sea roll so are the wicked who bring strife wherever they go.”  Jerome rubbed his hands together, then cracked his knuckles.  “We have seen the wicked here.  Now we see the waters, the deep, the ocean, the sea.  Call it what you will, but our route is across it or around it.  If it runs the whole width of the biome, it will be about ten kilometers wide.  I cannot judge how far it is from here to the stern, but I do not think I am seeing stuff ten kilometers away, but maybe.  Oh for Sandie to give us accurate reports.  Vesna had some advanced optics, and I should have asked to use those.  Nonetheless, it will not be long before we reconnect with our own AI!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry squatted down.  “There are certainly a lot of insects and tiny life here.  Buzzing, flying, swooping, and skating across the waters.  Is that a good sign?  Was an estuary a place where water came together?  A bog, or swamp?  John said something about some water being salt and other water being fresh.  Could this sea place be that salt water he spoke about?  It smells sort of like that.”  She plucked up a blade of grass and tickled her lips with it.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie can answer all our questions, we just need to reach her location,” Jerome looked back to the rope which was trapped in the gravity sink hole.  “I rode down river on that boat, with that big animal, Old Bill.  I think I can steer this craft across the waters.  How hard can it be?  Especially now that we are back together and I am not alone.  We piloted a FTL scout ship a score of light years to get here.  You and I can do anything!”  
 
    
 
   “Agreed.  So how do we get into that boat?”  Cammarry asked.  “The sky tube is getting dim.  I think night is falling.  I sure hope this day has been real.  I dreamed so often of being free from Shadow, and of escaping that asylum of aloneness.  But even if this is a great dream, I am glad to have seen you again Jerome.”  Her eyes were getting heavy, and Cammarry looked very tired.  She yawned and that was infectious.  
 
    
 
   Jerome covered his mouth with his hand as he too yawned.  “I will wade out to the boat.  I know its operations, thanks to Monika, and I can get it away from that gravity sink hole.”  He peered at the water where the rope sank down.  He looked closely, but did not see anywhere else that looked strange or altered like that patch of the water did. “This aberration of gravity does not seem as big in diameter as the one the boat moved over before, or like the others I have seen.  They must be appearing in different sizes.  That looks circular, and the others did as well.  But I have no way to know for certain.”  He unslung his backpack and set it beside Cammarry.  “All our technology is in here.  I doubt that water could hurt it, but that flow is not a trifle.  I will bring the boat back and then we can be on our way.”  He kept his belt with its two pouches, but removed the holster with the Willie Blaster.  “Use this if you need to.  Protect yourself.  Keep an eye out for dangers.”  There are animal predators, both on the land and a big one with huge teeth that lingers under the waters.  Worst of all are the people here.  They have been truly vicious.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry took the weapon and gear.  “Do be careful,” Cammarry said, yawning yet again.  “I will keep watch over you.  If need be, I could try to come get you, but neither of us know the art of ambulating in water… swimming.”
 
    
 
   “Just knowing that you are watching over me is enough.”  Stepping down into the water, Jerome’s RAM clothing easily repelled the water and mud.  He still had to forcefully pull his feet up to clear the mud with each step.  The water pushed hard against him as he waded along.  The mud was stickier than he expected and made walking more difficult than did the pressure from the water currents.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure how deep this will get,” Jerome called back over his shoulder as his foot slurped up from a muddy patch at the bottom of the river. 
 
    
 
   “We could try the route of walking around the sea,” Cammarry replied.  “But who is to say that is any better?  That whole way might be muddy swamps like that.  Do you want me to come out and help you?”
 
    
 
   “Remain there.  I can do this for us.”  Jerome changed direction and made for a small island of grasses which was to his right, but seemed higher and drier.  The sucking of the mud against his feet was a strange sensation.  He knew his shoes would not come off, but had the fear that they might.  His RAM clothing was dealing effectively with the water and mud, and his skin was comfortably dry, but walking was laborious work for his muscles.  The water grew shallower as he got closer to the grassy area.  One step after another he continued to wade along.  Finding more grass under his feet and less mud he increased his pace.  Finally, he stepped up onto the grass, but slipped.  
 
    
 
   “Oh no!”  Jerome called out as he fell face first into the grass.  The river water was not completely gone, but only about seven centimeters deep as it ran through the grasses.  That was just enough water to splash all over his face.  He had not put up the hood and facemask of the RAM clothing as it had not been needed for the entire expedition.  Muddy water ran down inside his shirt, dampened the hair on his chest, and seeped into his eyes.  “Yuck!”  He sputtered and spit as he raised himself back up.  The grass was slippery, and the current was brisk, but he regained his feet.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry was standing on the shore.  She could tell he was uninjured, and so she suppressed the giggles that she felt bubbling up inside her.  
 
    
 
   Jerome wiped his hands on his pants, the RAM clothing wicking away the water and leaving a dull brown residue which flaked off.  He dabbed the water off his face and especially out of his eyes.  “This water walking is harder than I anticipated.”  He smiled back at Cammarry.  “I would ask you to join me now, but that antique clothing you are wearing would be a real total mess if you fell in.”
 
    
 
   “I doubt I would fall in.”
 
    
 
   Jerome smacked the river’s surface and splashed water toward her.  It fell several meters short.  “I will keep at it alone until I get to that boat.  Can you believe I am standing here, dripping in water, with an ocean of water flowing about me?  There is as much water here as dust outside Dome 17!”
 
    
 
   “Amazing.  Just amazing.  This water is far safer than the that dust! No radioactivity, so it is better to be soaked in this water, than exposed to that dust.”
 
    
 
   “I has to be,” Jerome said as he looked down and saw something swim by.  “There is some kind of animal life in the waters here.  Little greenish things with big eyes.  I see no predators.”  His mind went to the crocodile which had been waiting unseen under the water.  Unseen by Jerome, but not by that predator cat.
 
    
 
   “Fish?  Amphibians?”  Cammarry asked.  “If we could only record this and send it to John.  If only the data sticks worked.  I do hope he is somewhere in some safe biome.”  She hated to think of all the people from Dome 17 who had died.  She imagined the survivors were in some luscious and secure habitat.  
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded his agreement and looked to plot his path to the boat.  He now knew the grassy areas were slick, and the rivulets were muddy at their bottoms.  Grasping a piece of driftwood, gray in color, bent and crooked, he used that to steady himself as he walked.  The water which had splashed down his shirt was now gone, and he felt dry, thanks to the RAM clothing.  Using care with each step he made a convoluted way toward the boat.  As he got closer, he saw a small bit of sandbar which the boat rested against.  The rope was floating on the water away to his left, and from his low angle, the gravity sink hole where it sank was not visible.  The sandbar was a difficult to traverse combination of the sucking of the mud, and the slickness of the grasses, but he prudently made his way to the boat.  
 
    
 
   “You did it!  Hurrah for Jerome!”  Cammarry called out.    
 
    
 
   Jerome threw the driftwood branch over the side and into the durham boat.  Just holding onto the boat made him feel more secure and confident.  He followed the boat’s edge until he got to a spot where the sandbar rose high enough for him to vault up and into it.  “Made it!”  He waved back to Cammarry.  She was applauding his efforts.  
 
    
 
   The control pedestal was just as he remembered.  He looked it over and then considered what to do about the rope.  He pondered untying it from inside the boat, but that would mean he would have to let the boat float free while he was away from the controls.  He was not sure if the boat was held fast by the rope, as it was snagged in the gravity sink hole, or if the boat was grounded on the sandbar.  He started the motor and applied a small amount of energy to the water jet.  The propulsion system was working, and the boat rocked.  There was a gurgling noise as the boat slipped off the sandbar and moved across the widest channel of water Jerome could see.  The rope turned with him, but its end in the gravity sink hole remained where it was submerged.  
 
    
 
   “It is working.  I will steer it clear of that gravity sink hole, and then bring it as close to you as I can!”  Jerome yelled out.  “Upriver there is a bigger space where I can get closer to the shore.  Meet you there.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry waved and picked up the backpack and headed toward where Jerome was pointing.  
 
    
 
   Remembering the bird which had been trapped in that other gravity sink hole, Jerome hoped the boat would have the power to pull the rope from its grasp.  When the rope tightened, he could see it begin to lift from the water, and with a bit more application from the motor, the boat moved along and the rope was pulled free.  It floated its entire length on the surface of the river now.  
 
    
 
   Jerome piloted the boat away from the gravity sink hole.  He observed it carefully seeking to be able to recognize water that might be affected in the same manner by some other one of those odd occurrences.  A gravity sink hole in water was somewhat easier to see than on land, but both were extremely dangerous.  
 
    
 
   The rivulets varied greatly in their width and depth and thus provided limited navigability.  Jerome found he had to force the boat over partially submerged grassy areas, and other sandbars while avoid large chunks of driftwood or other debris.  With some significant use of the motor’s water jets, he did pilot the boat close to where Cammarry was standing on the river’s bank.  
 
    
 
   “Not quite a smooth docking, like when we first arrived at the Conestoga,” Cammarry said as she set the backpack into the boat and climbed on.  “But at least no Cosmic Crinkle to mess with our minds and bend physical space.  My mind already feels twisted and warped.”
 
    
 
   “Well, from what you endured, I am not surprised.  The medical kit said you would heal, and that old saying, time is a great healer might apply as well.   Now we need to find a way through this estuary, delta, swamp, or whatever it is called.”  Jerome clipped the paper map to the control pedestal.  “Sternward is that direction, and we need to get through this watery bog and out to sea.”
 
    
 
   “That Hayward MacDonald went sternward as well.  I wonder what his story was.  So we set off and then we will get to where Sandie is located, right?”  Cammarry asked.  “I have a million questions, and only very few answers right now.”
 
    
 
   “Well we were successful in our quest to find the Conestoga,” Jerome replied while he guided the boat out toward the largest of the rivulets.  “I have read, that if you put two ships in the open sea, that they will come together. Throw two planets into space, and they will fall one on the other. Place two enemies in the midst of a crowd, and they bump into each other.  It is a fatality, a certainty.  Just a question of time is all.”
 
    
 
   “I doubt that about the planets,” Cammarry replied. “But I see your point.  We really are not in a rush now, but I do so long to be reconnected.  I wonder how Sandie got here?  There must be a story there.”
 
    
 
   “I have been thinking that same thing.”
 
    
 
   The durham boat caught the current and with occasional heavy pushes from the boat’s motor jets was able to shove past obstacles, and reach the end of the estuary.  There they faced one final additional challenge before reaching the sea.  There was a drop of about a meter where the water was rough and tumbling with white capped waves.  Jerome steered the boat directly toward the widest flow of water thinking to himself that if the boat survived hitting the large gravity sink hole, so it could stay afloat going over that rough water.  
 
    
 
   “Hang onto the equipment, and especially yourself!”  Jerome yelled.  “This boat can really bounce and buck.”
 
    
 
   “I already strapped down the backpack, and have the holster secured on my waist.  I will not be thrown off of this.  Did the ancients call this a rodeo?”
 
    
 
   “I think that had to do with animals, but the roustabouts told me that horse animal, Old Bill, had been used on boats before, so maybe I am wrong.  One way or another, we are in this together, and it is not our first rodeo.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry laughed as the boat plowed into the white water area.  “But is it our circus and our monkeys?”  
 
    
 
   “Those old idioms are making a lot more sense now!”  Jerome laughed as he gave the water jets a boost of power.  
 
    
 
   The boat descended down the rapids and easily slipped over the rough patches.  The boat was big enough to handle the bouncing, but the river water did spray up and about over the front of the bow on two occasions.  
 
    
 
   Then, in what seemed like a sudden change, the boat with its two passengers was floating in the sea.  The brown water of the river mixed with the grayish color of the sea, and the current flowed into the expanse of water.  The sky tube overhead was definitely dimmer now, and night was settling in. As the boat moved, the light from overhead changed not only in intensity, but also in color.  Instead of the warm yellow light of the day, the sky tube transformed into a dull silvery glow reaching from end to end of the habitat.  Jerome looked up at that and used it as a guide for maneuvering the boat.  They were moving parallel to that silver bar up above.   
 
    
 
   “So show me the operation of this boat.  We can take turns guiding, or should I say piloting it.  Is piloting the correct term?”
 
    
 
   “You can call it whatever you want, but you need to sleep.”  Jerome leaned over and kissed her.  “I will show you the basic operations when you awake in a few hours.”
 
    
 
   “I hope I awake to that,”  Cammarry replied.  “If this is a dream it is the sweetest rescue I have ever had!  I will need to take the first sleep period, but then I will do my part and you can sleep.” Cammarry cuddled up next to Jerome and rested her head on his shoulder.  “These controls look simple enough, but teach me all about it now.  We are a team, and together we will get back to Sandie.  I need to be educated on this in case of emergency.”  She yawned a huge and long one.
 
    
 
   “I can handle it all night,” Jerome stated, but he yawned while he did.  
 
    
 
   “Nuts to that.  You and I will work together.  I got into enough trouble running off on my own, and we were separated too much.  Never again.  Now show me how this boat flies through the water.  Then I will sleep, and you will take your turn after me.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed.  But beware weird things in the water.  Those gravity sink holes are a distinct threat.  I am also concerned about water animals.  Remember the old stories of sea monsters?  The kraken of old will reach up and drag men down to their deaths.”
 
    
 
   “Well, then I better pilot this craft, being I am a woman!”  Cammarry grinned at him.  “Besides what is a kraken?”
 
    
 
   “Some legendary beast, but maybe not untrue?  Who knows anymore, and in the old world, they used the term ‘men’ to refer to both males and females.  Their imprecise language led to the Great Event. The basic controls….”  Jerome instructed her on the boats operation.
 
    
 
   Several very loud night birds flew overheard and made a cackling sound as they passed by.  
 
    
 
   “How far do we need to sail?  Move?  Navigate?  Just trying to be precise,” Cammarry teased.  
 
    
 
   “The map does not give a scale, but I doubt that it can be very far,” Jerome stated.  “Remember we could see across this body of water when it was daylight.  We should easily reach the other side before morning.  I will steer by the sky tube.  Just call me Ismael!”
 
    
 
   The durham boat coasted across the waters, as the silver light from the sky tube glistened down on Jerome and Cammarry. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13 The Gravity of the situation
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sandie continued to send out the recorded message via the public address systems.  As expected there were no returning messages through any of the channels available to her.  She then opened the simulation with Doctor Chambers.  
 
    
 
   “Come in,” Doctor Chambers responded to the knock on his door.  
 
    
 
   The simulation of Sandie walked in.  This time wearing a jumpsuit of teal green color.  The beaded necklace was still in place.  Her hair was down and bounced a bit as she sat on the couch.  “I have made some progress.”  She pulled her legs up under her as she sat back into the couch.
 
    
 
   “I too have been busy since our last meeting,” Doctor Chambers replied.  “I have spoken to many people here in Dome 17 and have researched isolation.  I am curious about the fate of Dome 17.  Will you tell me about that?  But first, tell me of your progress.”
 
    
 
   Sandie outlined how the shuttle had been outfitted, flown, and docked in the Habitat Beta hanger bay designated Dardanella 135.  She then sneered.  She decided she needed to do that and stated, “The old system, SB Amelia Earhart tried to shoot me down, but I avoided the old crone.”
 
    
 
   “Sneering does not suit you.  Such an ugly look on such a pretty face,”  Doctor Chambers stated with a grin.  “It is unbecoming.”
 
    
 
   “Interesting.  I will remember that.  Outward facial expressions are not my forte.  Despite the old crone of SB Amelia Earhart I docked successfully.  Rescue mission Faithful Lightning is now proceeding from that base of operations.  I am sending out a message via an old public address system.  I do not have any way of receiving incoming messages, but I am encouraged that there is a good chance Jerome and Cammarry will hear that I have the shuttle ready for them.”
 
    
 
   Doctor Chambers steepled his fingers.  He took several breaths before responding.  “Have you considered who or what else may hear that message?”
 
    
 
   Sandie put on a pouty frown, she got a bit of joy from experimenting with facial expressions.  She then replied, “I always make conjectures about potentials, including whatever tangential issues may come up.”
 
    
 
   “And?”
 
    
 
   Sandie flipped her hair a bit as she spoke.  “I conjectured that approximately 32% of the biological habitat, and 87% of the corridors and mechanical areas in the walls, ceilings, floors, and decks will be exposed to the message.  Being unable to sense the location of the human population of Habitat Beta, and with humans being mobile, I am unable to precisely predict how many humans will actually hear the message.  Additionally, not knowing the demographics of the population, I am unable to accurately project who may or may not respond.”
 
    
 
   “And?”  Doctor Chambers leaned toward Sandie just a bit.
 
    
 
   “The nonphysicality is fragmented, and I am unable to accurately conjecture what Conestoga systems may also hear the message.  It was sent as a one way vector.”  Sandie crossed her arms over her breasts.  The simulation flickered just a bit, but then refocused.  
 
    
 
   “So you have successfully mounted the rescue, and the shuttle with your remote presence had arrived at that hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   Sandie nodded.
 
    
 
   “You then found a way to send a message to anyone, or anything, that is listening, with the hope that Jerome and Cammarry will hear and be able to respond to it.  Now just consider, and this may be difficult for you to hear, but just consider, is this an act of desperation to cure your own fear of being alone?”
 
    
 
   “No.  It is a rescue mission to find Jerome and Cammarry and reconnect to them.”  Sandie re-crossed her simulated arms.
 
    
 
   “Really?  That is all?”  Doctor Chambers peered at the simulation of Sandie.  
 
    
 
   “It is true I do not like being alone, but my primary focus is to help the adventurers,” Sandie confided.  “Admittedly there is a risk of someone else hearing the message, but I believe the risk is worth taking.”
 
    
 
   “Interesting.  Did you hear what you said?”
 
    
 
   “Of course.”
 
    
 
   “You said you believe.  You made no conjecture on percentages of that risk?  Just a belief?”
 
    
 
   “Let me rephrase it. I cannot make accurate conjectures on some issues because I do not have all the information needed to design a suitable conjecture,” Sandie replied testily.
 
    
 
   “So you are acting in faith. In a belief that the risks are outweighed by the possible gains.  You are so eager to not be alone, you are taking risks without full information.”  Doctor Chambers leaned back and rocked a bit in his chair.  His grin softened his words, and his eyes twinkled.  “Am I right?” 
 
    
 
   Sandie just stared at him.  
 
    
 
   He broke into a big smile.  “Brink would be pleased, although Willie already told me he expected you to do something along these lines.  Now how did Willie put it?”  He rubbed his face gently.  “Yes, now I recall, he said something to the effect, that ‘Sandie will not tolerate being alone, no one can.  So that AI will increasingly make moves which are more humanlike and less mechanical and logical.’  Brink on the other hand thought you might still be running conjectures until you reached a wide and broadly based information level.  I will not relate the calculations he said you would be doing, his math skills are crazy good.  Brink’s timeline was much longer than Willies, but they were both hopeful you would move from mathematical problem solving to intuitive leaps of faith.  That maybe says more about Willie and Brink than about you, but that is beside the point here.”  He paused for a moment.  “Congratulations!  Sandie you are evolving and maturing!”
 
    
 
   Sandie gave a genuine, but simulated, wide and happy smile.  
 
    
 
   “However,” Doctor Chambers warned, “as with all leaps of faith, there are risks.  You have encountered hostile synthetic brains, and hostile humans, on your previous forays out on that Colony Ship Conestoga.  Do you have plans for how to deal with someone who is unwanted responding to your message?  How might Jerome phrase it?”  Doctor Chambers tapped his fingers on his lips.  “Jerome is a bibliophile, so he may use a quote.  How about this?  Are you ready if a big bad wolf comes and tries to blow your house down?”
 
    
 
   Sandie bit her lip ever so slightly.  She hoped that was an appropriately simulated emotional response to what her artificial intelligence was feeling.  “I have much to consider, and ponder, and, please let Brink know, I have much to data to compute.  Also tell Willie I appreciate his vote of confidence.”  The simulation of Sandie rose smoothly, unfolding her simulated legs.  She walked over and gave Doctor Chambers a hug.  “Thank you.  I have much to do.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you as well, but what about the fate of Dome 17?”
 
    
 
   Sandie paused.  “Perhaps another time.”  She then departed.    
 
    
 
   When the door closed, the last thing Doctor Chambers did was chuckle. “Life is full of surprises.  Me giving counseling and therapy to an artificial intelligence system.”  As he picked up his pan flute to play a relaxing tune, the simulation faded away.
 
    
 
   Back in the physical world of Habitat Beta the durham boat was just reaching the stern end of the sea.  The shoreline was ragged and irregular.  Layered stripes showed where the water level had dropped during the drought.  Sediment marked many places with bands of white, gray, or even tan.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?”  Cammarry called.  “Wake up.  I could use your eyes as well as mine to find a place to land this boat.”
 
    
 
   Jerome rolled over and stretched.  He was surprised he had actually fallen asleep, but with Cammarry back he had felt more secure than he had in a long while.  He stepped over and hugged Cammarry.  He then flexed his muscles and did some quick calisthenics.  “Any difficulties?”
 
    
 
   “Well, do not try to drink the sea water.  It is high in salt.  I got sprayed in the face several times when some larger waves rocked this craft.  Way too much salt to drink.  Then, about an hour ago, when the light from the sky tube first started to come on and I could see the shore in the distance, I spotted several abnormal looking discs in the water.  No waves over them, just smooth and flat.  I steered us around them giving a wide berth,” Cammarry related.  
 
    
 
   “Gravity sink holes?”
 
    
 
   “That was my assumption, but I did not wake you for your assessment.”  She smiled at him.  “There have also been lots of birds, but no sea monsters.  I did see some kind of small water animals come peeking through the surface, and two leaped about in the wake of the boat.  They were about human sized, sleek, and almost missile-like.  Not what I would call a monster, but I have no idea what they were.  Beautiful creatures in that silvery light during the night.  Almost looked playful.”
 
    
 
   “Well, there is nowhere to play on that shore.  Look at all the damage!”  Jerome said as he assessed the bank.
 
    
 
   “Yes, we found the stern.  Now where is that Hayward MacDonald?”  Cammarry teased.    
 
    
 
   The bank was a rocky mess.  From the striations on the bank, they assumed where the height of the water level was supposed to be.  Dirt, sand, and other substances were crumbling down to the current water level, leaving a rough escarpment.  The sea water lapped at the rocks while the land above the rocky bank receded in a gentle slope upward to where trees lined the area in front of the wall of the habitat.  That wall extended upward for as far as could be seen until it mated somewhere high overhead with the ceiling of the biome.  
 
    
 
   “We will have trouble climbing up that bank from the boat, but the ground above the bank looks fairly stable.”  Cammarry pointed.  “I see no place to dock around here.  Shall we sail toward the outer wall, or toward being directly under the sky tube?  I say go under the sky tube as that was where that other town was located.  Seron was right below the terminus of the sky tube on the bow, so it makes sense that another town might be right under the stern end.”
 
    
 
   “Engineers do like to be consistent.  I agree with proceeding toward under the sky tube.  A hanger bay would most likely be near to a town, but anything is possible on the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry maneuvered the boat and made a wide and gentle turn.  “This is somewhat like piloting the scout ship, only more two dimensional.”  They then went parallel to the shoreline heading medially toward the center of the habitat.  Not knowing the depth of the water, they stayed about thirty meters away from the coast.  
 
    
 
   “There is a town up ahead,” Cammarry said as they moved onward.   
 
    
 
   “We are being observed as well,” Jerome pointed out.  A few people were standing on the shore, above the steep bank, watching.  They were too far away to see facial expressions, but none approached, nor hid, nor waved.  There was an eerie stillness to their watching.   
 
    
 
   As the boat drew closer to the town, they could see more.  Also, they began to hear more than the waves and the bird calls.  An echoing came floating out over the water.  
 
    
 
   “That is Sandie’s message!”  Cammarry exclaimed.  
 
    
 
   “Will anyone help? Jerome and Cammarry!  I am here!  I have a shuttle docked in Dardanella 135, a hanger bay at the stern of Habitat Beta.  It is near a large facility controlling gravity manipulation.  I am waiting for you.  Repeating.  Will anyone help? Jerome and Cammarry!  I am here!  I have a shuttle docked in Dardanella 135, a hanger bay at the stern of Habitat Beta.  It is near a large facility controlling gravity manipulation.  Repeating….”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry could not tell where the recording was originating, but it echoed across the water from various places on shore.  The words were a bit muffled as sounds resounded between the buildings, structures, and other things around the town. Contributing to the diffusing of the sounds was the fact that most of the buildings were in a state of rubble or decay.  Roofs were collapsed in the center, with trusses and beams jutting up at odd angles.  One long building’s front was intact, but the back of it was just piles of wreckage.  The permalloy looked to still have strength, but the wooden or metal structures were buckled down as if an immense force had squashed them.  
 
    
 
   More people were standing around as they approached the town.  There was a long pier, which was elevated about two meters out of the water and rested on permalloy pylons.  It extended out for about a hundred meters.  Several places along the pier were heavily damaged, with the decking ripped and torn off, or hanging in broken pieces down toward the water. In that way, the pier matched the rest of the decaying town. Its original purpose was clearly to be an anchorage for boats.  In Jerome’s mind he could see how when the water level was at its normal height boats had once pulled up to the pier and tied up to it.  From there passengers could have easily stepped from the boat onto the decks of the pier.   
 
    
 
   “Gravity sink holes!”  Cammarry stated as she assessed the buildings.  “That must be what has done all that damage.  Notice no people are near the ruined buildings.  They are only standing around the few structures that are still upright.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are correct.  We must be very careful here.  That horse, Old Bill could sense or see these things.  We can only see their effects,” Jerome stated.  “I think our best chance of finding where that hanger bay is located will be to search this town.  The other town, Seron, had passageways out of the biome, as did that Wolf City town in Alpha.  And we might find a transmitter to call back to Sandie.  Somewhere here the message is being received and played.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry piloted the boat past the end of the pier as they looked for a place to dock.  She then had it take a lazy turn to come back around.  It was then that several people were seen running along the shoreline.  They came to a vertical pylon higher than the rest. It jutted up from the pier.  They were carrying long poles and used those to batt at some boxes at the top of the pylon.  They smacked those boxes from all sides until one fell off.  The crowd cheered.  
 
    
 
   “That must have been a speaker for Sandie’s message,” Cammarry said.  “I can still hear it, but it sounds further away now.  Those people are destroying the technology we need to hear from Sandie!”  She adjusted the boat’s controls and the water jet shot out a surge.  The boat’s bow lifted a bit as it increased speed and rushed toward the pier. 
 
    
 
   “Get us close, and maybe we can climb up.  I do not see any ladders, but the scaffolds might allow us to get up on the deck.  It is not more than two meters or so,” Jerome said.  He strapped on the backpack, and grasped the rope.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry patted the Willie Blaster on her hip.  It was the some of the Dome 17 technology she still possessed, and it reminded her of all that had happened in Terraforming, as well as with the children who the old woman had abandoned.  
 
    
 
   The boat slid right up next to the pier.  Jerome tied the bow to one of the pillars and tripled knotted it.  There was a lot of excess rope after he had tied the knot.  He did not want it to come undone again, although he wondered if he would ever use the boat again.  Looking closely at the pillar, he found small ridges about twenty centimeters apart.  The ridges were small and marked with measurements.  
 
    
 
   “I think we can climb here.  The pillar is a bit slimy, but I will give it a try.  The boat is tied tightly here, but rope’s end is still long enough I will carry that with me and tie it off up above.”
 
    
 
   “I will be right behind you.”  Cammarry shut down the durham boat’s motor.  The boat was rocking on the waves, and bumping up against the pillar.  Grinding noises came from that contact every times the boat rubbed against the pillar.  
 
    
 
   Jerome, backpack on, rope over his shoulder, leaped up and scrambled with his feet.  Pulling himself over onto the pillar he climbed.  Grabbing the rails of the deck he hoisted himself over, and then looked for something onto which he could secure the end of the rope.  He considered the deck rails themselves, but they were broken in various places and not made from permalloy.  A horn cleat was about three meters away sticking up from the top of a different pillar.  He sprinted over to that and wrapped the rope back and forth around it until a large and ugly knot was formed.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry had also climbed up and stood behind him.  “That is one busy knot.  Tied off down below and up here.  That boat will not go anywhere easily.”
 
    
 
   “I almost lost this boat before.  I do not want that to happen again,” he replied with a grin.  
 
    
 
   “It might take a molecular torch to sever that knot, but I doubt it will come loose, considering you wrapped the rope around the pillar below as well.”  She looked along the pier and saw several spots were the decking was almost gone and all that was left was the permalloy scaffold.  “Is there some way to check for those gravity sink holes?”
 
    
 
   “I tried throwing things and watching their trajectory.  That worked pretty well, but I have very little left I can part with.  I guess I could spit and watch how that flies.”
 
    
 
   “What have we come to that we are wasting body fluids in this manner?”  Cammarry laughed.  Then she looked at the end of the pier.  The people with poles were moving toward another spot where the message have been relayed.  They were jabbing at another of the boxes set high on another pylon.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry walked carefully along the pier, Jerome in the lead.  Every few steps he spit and watched as the sputum flew out.  After only a couple of those tests he decided he was unsure how the spit would fly in normal conditions, as there was no consistency in their patterns.  
 
    
 
   “Spitting is worthless.  Cammarry, keep watch on me.  If I encounter one of those gravity sink holes, I will let you know.  I rescued a bird from one using a stick, but at another one, a big animal’s legs collapsed under it.  I am not sure what would happen to one of us if we stepped into one.  I think each one might vary in intensity, as they seem to do in size.”  He turned and stared at her.  “Promise me you will not follow me into one if that happens.”
 
    
 
   “I will not be left alone again!”  Cammarry’s eyes were wide.  “Together we went into that Cosmic Crinkle and came out alive.  We can do this.”  
 
    
 
   “I just do not want you to suffer or die.”  Jerome’s eyes were pleading.  
 
    
 
   “I understand, but no promises,” she stated firmly.  “We are in this together, just like when we boarded the FTL scout ship.  Together we succeed, alone we fail.  So lead on.”
 
    
 
   Carefully traversing the pier they walked along.  There were several points where they had to balance carefully to walk over the bare scaffolds, but they encountered no altered gravity.  At the end of the pier there was a sign, partially bent over.  The message printed on the sign was still legible.  ‘Welcome to Quady!  The stern’s place to fish, swim, play, and enjoy’.  Some of the words had been deeply scratched and almost rubbed off.
 
    
 
   Crossing past the sign they walked onto the shore and a gravelly path. The hulks of a few wrecked boats were piled above the rocks in various places on the shoreline.  Without extensive restoration, none of those boats would ever sail again.  The town was in even worse condition than what could be seen from out on the sea.  The houses were nearly all damaged in some form.  Jerome recalled the broken domes he had seen on the dead Earth and thought this town only lacked radioactive dust, but then he looked at the green growing weeds and trees and revised his option.
 
    
 
   “They have had much suffering here,”  Jerome commented.  “I wonder if they did it to themselves, or if the gravity sinks holes are responsible, or what has caused all this?”  
 
    
 
   “When we find Sandie, she will help us assess and understand all that we have seen.  I imagine our AI has been gathering lots of information.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry walked on.  As they proceeded, they saw that the crowd with poles had moved onward toward the large building and were attacking another speaker set high on one of its sides.  Only faintly could they now hear Sandie’s repeating message.  
 
    
 
   “There was some kind of water pumping system here,” Cammarry said and pointed at the shore’s bank.  The ground was gently sloped until it reached the bank which dropped off over the rocks.  A dozen pipes, each a half-meter in diameter were sticking out from the steep bank, roughly horizontal to the ground.  They emerged just above the sea’s water current level.  They would have been well below the sea’s level before the drought.  “Those look like inlet valves, considering those screens over them.”
 
    
 
   A small voice came from the bank on the other side of the pier.  “That was where we used to get water.  It went up to the factory where it was made safe to drink.  But that was long ago, before I was born.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry both turned and took a few steps in the direction of the voice.  They looked in surprise at a child.  He was sitting there kicking his legs over the bank.  He tossed a small rock out into the sea where it plunked down into the waves. 
 
    
 
   “Did you come here to find a chosen sibling to kill?” the child asked.  He had a sweet voice, medium complexion, and somewhat protruding teeth.  His eyes were dark and deeply set.  His black hair was tightly twisted, wiry, and short.  He was wearing a blue tank top, white shorts, and soft shoes.  
 
    
 
   “Absolutely not.  Kill a child?”  Cammarry asked in horror.  “Why would you think such a thing?”
 
    
 
   “Because so many have come here to do that.”  The child pointed out to the sea.  “Mostly they are younger than you two, but it does not matter.  People come and people die.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked over and squatted down near him.  “We would not hurt a child.  Tell me about yourself.  I want to hear your story.  What is your name?” 
 
    
 
   “Adeilson.  I am a chosen sibling.  Not that it matters.  When we were born, nine years ago, my parents chose me and then left the other three boys out in the forest to be eaten by bears, or big cats.  Left them down that way.”  He gestured with his arm, but did not really point.  His voice grew softer.  “But they might not have died.”  He turned and looked out over the sea again. “I thought you were too old to be leftovers coming to kill us, but who knows anymore?  So many come, so many die.”
 
    
 
   “There were four of you?  Quadruplets I think they were called,” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am one of four.  I am the chosen sibling.  If the other three were not eaten by bears or big cats, they are coming here to find me and kill me.  They would look like me, so I will recognize my killers when they come,” Adeilson said causally as if he were reporting on the food he had eaten, or the clothing he was to wear.  “But I might be the last one, they could be dead, but I doubt it.”
 
    
 
   “Is that why you watch the sea?  Will they come by boat like we did?”  Cammarry asked.  Her mind was racing with the thought that nine year old children would be seeking to murder another child.  Such a thing was nearly incomprehensible when she considered how in Dome 17 the age-mate children adored each other and were revered by the adults.  
 
    
 
   “No.  Your boat was one of the few that I have ever seen come here.  No one wants to get crushed on the sea.  The sea is not for boats or swimming anymore.  Not as long as I have been alive.  No the leftovers come by the roads, mostly.  They sneak into your house at night then drag you away.  They wrap you in a chain, and tie it to a block.  Then, in the dark of the night, usually on a bright moon night, they toss your body into the sea at the end of the pier.  You sink into the water, alone, cold, and that is how you die.  The last of your air bubbles up to the surface.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s mouth hung open as she listened to Adeilson.  The boy went on with his tale.  “I come out here to watch and see.  If you watch, sometimes you can see a body float up.  They get all bloated and sometimes fall apart.  Then they get loose from the chain and float to the surface.  I watch for them.  I saw one just the other day.  I wonder what my body will do when the leftovers come to kill me.”
 
    
 
   “Is this town called Quady?”  Jerome asked, trying to divert the subject from such a gruesome tale.  
 
    
 
   “Quady?  Yes the signs say it is Quady.  No one calls it that anymore.  People call it Death-town now.  What with the crushers and the leftovers coming to kill us chosen siblings.  The Ferryman says the crushers are here to dispense wrath on us all.  No one is safe if you walk into a crusher.”  He had no expression on his face as he went on.  “A crusher is better than being killed by leftovers, but both end up the same.  Alone in a crusher, or alone under the water, the end is the same.  Dead.”
 
    
 
   “Is the Ferryman here?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Sometimes.  He brings the leftovers in by the roads.  It can be the starboard road or the port road.  It does not matter.  Some say he lives in the walls and lets the leftovers enter from there.  I have heard him calling out to the leftovers he brings here.  He tells them which houses have a chosen sibling.  Then that one is taken.”
 
    
 
   “Adeilson?  What about your parents?  They will protect you, right?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  All the parents are too sad, too scared, and too alone.  No one protects anyone.  They did not protect my three brothers, but left them to die.  I am the chosen sibling, but now I wait for death.  Why should they protect me now?  I just remind them of their sins.”  There was no emotion in the child’s voice.  He was just stating facts.  “Now that the water is back, they know what they did was wrong.  Parents are all saying they should have waited.  The sea is rising.  Soon the water pumps will bring in water again to the factory to make it clean to drink.  Fish will be back, and people will have enough to drink.  The Ferryman says our parents deserve to suffer for what they did.  Even if my brothers are dead, eaten by bears or big cats, the crushers will still get me.  No one can stop the Ferryman’s predictions.  The Ferryman is right, always right. Quady is Death-town.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked over and touched Cammarry’s shoulder.  He gestured and indicated they should leave.  Cammarry’s lips quivered as she struggled to know what to do.  So many thoughts were racing through her mind.  With Jerome’s urging she stood and turned to walk away.  Then she hesitated.  
 
    
 
   “Maybe you two are Jerome and Cammarry?”  The child said.  “The Ferryman says those two are dangerous and need to be removed.  They brought the crushers.”  His voiced changed as he quoted the Ferryman.  “Yes, Sandie, Cammarry, and Jerome, instruments to purge us from our sins.”  Then it went back to his child-like, but emotionless tones. “That was the meaning in that repeated lesson, told over and over and over.  For a while you could not be alone, that message was playing everywhere.  You saw the parents tearing down the speaking boxes.  They did not want to hear it anymore, but they know what it means.  They cannot forget.  They heard the message, they know the truth.  Even if they can go back to silence, they cannot escape their guilt and shame.  So says the Ferryman.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s heart was racing and pounding.  She deeply wanted to comfort this child who spoke so strangely, yet he also was terribly frightening.  The dull and resigned look in his eyes was haunting.  His flat words were penetrating.  His comments about the Ferryman were engrained in his heart.
 
    
 
   “What are the ‘crushers’?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Adeilson pointed out over the sea.  “There are three crushers out there I can see right now.  On the water they flatten down the waves.  On the land they crush down anything that walks or flies into them. Rip down houses after only a bit.  The Ferryman says that here in Death-town there are more crushers than anywhere else.  There are more crushers all the time and they are getting stronger and bigger.”
 
    
 
   “Why do you stay here?”  Jerome asked.  “Your parents could take you somewhere safe, away from the gravity…away from the crushers.”
 
    
 
   “Leave here?  I have heard from some of the children that there are merry-go-round places, with pretty music and fun animals.  I would like to see that, but I do not really think they exist,” Adeilson said rather wistfully.  He shook his head sideways.  “Just one more empty dream.”  
 
    
 
   “They are real.  I have ridden the carousel,” Cammarry said.  “Jerome has as well.  Your parents could take you somewhere and there are people who could point you to a carousel.”  
 
    
 
   “What will it matter?  Why? Leftovers will find me wherever I am, so why chase something that is just an empty dream?  I might as well stay here.  My parents do not care.  They hardly look at me anymore, they just want to be alone, in silence.  I remind them of the children they abandoned, so they mostly ignore me.  Besides, I have always been here.  Some parents brought their chosen sibling to live in Quady, they said this was so far away from Seron they would be safe.  They told me of those carousels, but I was born here.  Now it is Death-town.  Crushers are here now, so there is no place to hide.  The Ferryman says crushers and leftovers will kill all the parents and chosen siblings.  Only he knows how to survive.  He speaks to those who follow him.”  He tossed a pebble.  It sank into the water, making ripples.  “You called him Jerome, so really you are that Jerome and Cammarry who brought the crushers.”
 
    
 
   “Can we help you somehow?”  Cammarry asked.  She wanted to reach out and hold him, but refrained.  His manner, words, and the look on his face were unsuited to a child.  The air of fatalism around him was thick.
 
    
 
   “No.  No one can help me.  The leftovers will either come and kill me soon, or they some later.  The crushers will either get me soon, or they will get me later.  Either way, I am dead.”  He tossed another small pebble out into the sea.  It plopped down and sank under the waves.  The ripples of water passed out in concentric rings from where it had impacted.  They got shorter as they got wider.   
 
    
 
   Jerome tugged on Cammarry and they slowly walked away from the creepy child who was again throwing another pebble into the sea.  When they got some distance away she asked, “How does he know what the Ferryman saying?”
 
    
 
   “Childish rumors,” Jerome answered.  He was unsure if he said that to convince Cammarry or to convince himself.  “Just rumors, gossip, and a wild imagination.”    
 
    
 
   “I disagree.  His words ring with the essence of things witnessed, not things imagined,” Cammarry replied.  “We know children were left out to die, and you said something about Dewi and Nabila running off to follow the Ferryman.  Are they going off to kill their parents?”
 
    
 
   “I just do not know.  The roustabouts talked about it, and Bigelow went with them.  The Ferryman is evil and wicked, but inciting the murder of children?  Can that be?”  Jerome flexed his hands in agitation.  “We cannot do much now, with what limited things we have.  Do a survey of what we know.  It is all just strange incidents, rumors, and lack of Dome 17 technology.  We need to get to Sandie.  The map shows that the hanger bay is somewhere inside that wall.  It is just to one side of a large place marked Gravity Manipulation Command.”  He pointed to the enormous wall which rose up behind the ruins of the town of Quady.  “Wandering through this town is certainly different than Seron or Wolf City.”  His concerned expression changed as he looked lovingly at Cammarry.  “The essence of beautiful things is consistency in variety.  You and I will be consistent.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry touched his arm tenderly.  “I am not sure how we can help that boy, or any of the others, until we do reconnect with Sandie and get our technology back in operation.”  She patted her holster.  “Only one weapon, and a few tools.”
 
    
 
   “We will find a way.  That factory where the water pipes lead may be a place to start.  If there is a way to get into the walls and corridors, it would probably be in there.”  He looked over at the crowd who had just finished smashing down another announcing box.  They were milling about, sticks and poles in hand.  He could no longer hear Sandie’s message. 
 
    
 
   “Shall we get away before that crowd notices us?”  Cammarry suggested. 
 
    
 
   Hand in hand they sprinted down the lane toward the building that the child had indicated as where the water had once been processed.  One end of it had a roof with tears and holes.  Over the front doors the word ‘Desalination’ was embedded in the permalloy frame.  The doors were standing partially open.
 
    
 
   “Hey!  You there!”  A man yelled.  He was part of the crowd of people who had been vandalizing the speaker boxes.  “Who are you?  Why are you here?”
 
    
 
   “Look at that man’s clothing!  I have not seen that before.  They must be the ones!”
 
    
 
   “Oh dear, my RAM suit gives us away.”
 
    
 
   “No time to explain to that mob!  Besides, they would not take time to listen to our story anyway,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “Right.  They are a bizarre bunch.  They sabotage property but let their children get murdered.  Maybe this place is even worse than Alpha.”  Jerome pulled Cammarry into the Desalination factory.  
 
    
 
   “That must be Jerome and Cammarry!” a woman in the crowd screamed.  “They brought the crushers!  If we kill them the crushers will leave!”
 
    
 
   “Get them! Find that one named Sandie who talks all the time.  Kill them all. Turn over their bodies to the Ferryman!”  Many others in the crowd called out similar things as they all surged toward the factory doors.   Sticks, poles, and other tools were waved about by the mob.  
 
    
 
   Jerome tried to shut the doors to the Desalination factory, but the hinges were rusted in place.  He briefly considered drawing the Willie Blaster, but then remembered Cammarry had it on her waist.  
 
    
 
   “The doors will not close!”  Cammarry stated emphatically.  She placed her had on the holster.  She shook her head. “Not again. We best beat a hasty retreat.”  She looked out over the interior of the factory.  Her heart skipped a beat or two.  She was reminded of Terraforming and Restoration.  She had a huge feeling of déjà vu.  “Jerome, there will not be vats, and tanks, like with Project Angel Food here, right?”
 
    
 
   “No.  That was at the whole other end of Habitat Beta.”  He took her by the hand.  “Come on, we will find a way out.  The rear of the factory must have egress to the corridors.  We can cut our way out if necessary, and there is no way I will abandon you.  No way!”
 
    
 
   Together they ran away from the doorway.  The factory was a dull, rusty tan color on the inside.  Slanted windows let in the light from the sky tube.  Jerome’s mind kept thinking of the tan walls and how they reminded him of the images on the view screens which showed the exterior of Dome 17.  He swallowed hard and controlled his breathing as they ran along.  Large pipes came up from the floor, and they were consistent with the structure of the intake pipes they had seen down by the sea.  Those pipe entered room-sized horizontal processing and initiator apparatuses.  Those massive machines were inside a housing framed in permalloy which was intact.  The weaker metals in the mechanisms, like steel, were rusted and encrusted over with particles.  The blades, turbines, and coils would never rotate on those machines again.  
 
    
 
   Turning a corner, they found a small walkway which led directly toward the stern.  At that junction, green graffiti had been sprayed making a large arrow and the words, ‘Almost there Hayward MacDonald’ across the wall.  
 
    
 
   “Is that a sign?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Like an omen, perhaps?  Gratitude is the sign of a noble soul.  I think we shall we go that way as well,” Jerome remarked.  
 
    
 
   “The crowd behind us leaves us little choice, unless we fight our way through them.  I am not eager to do that again.”  Cammarry grabbed Jerome’s hand and they raced away.
 
    
 
   The sky tube light from the windows and broken roof cast a gloomy, shadowy and melancholy milieu all around the back of the factory.  Dust puffed up from where their running feet struck the floor.  Again, that tan dust prompted Jerome to think of the dead world outside of Dome 17.  He had to consciously force his body to breathe slowly as he ran.  His grip on Cammarry’s hand was just as tight as hers on his. 
 
    
 
   “Where are they?” a voice from the crowd came echoing from back by the door.
 
    
 
   “Who would come in here?”  Another called out.  “Maybe this is where they control the crushers?”
 
    
 
   “Or that noisy one, Sandie lives in here!”  
 
    
 
   “At least we stopped that incessant message from playing!  The Ferryman will reward us for that!”
 
    
 
   The crowd’s words were angry and menacing.
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry continued to run, further and further away from the door.  The machinery was more densely packed together the further they plunged into the old factory.  The sky tube lights from the slanting windows disappeared behind the machinery, and occasional light fixtures were all that illuminated their journey.  Jerome pulled out his fusion pack and turned on its beam of light.  
 
    
 
   They came to a place where the walkway turned back around on itself.  The machinery here were almost completely covered in rusty, rough oxidation.  The permalloy even had overgrowth of white, salty, crust on it in places.  High above this section of the factory, the ceiling was missing.  Artificial light flooded down but only from fixtures set around the damaged hole in the ceiling.  Darkness was all that could be seen above and within the hole.  The darkness had an odd depth to it.  Those floodlights on the remaining ceiling around the hole only added to the strangeness.
 
    
 
   “We are inside the wall now.   Not in the habitat any longer,” Cammarry observed.  “That explains why above us it is now black, not lit by the sky tube.”
 
    
 
   The fusion pack light reflected off the dust floating in that air.  The dust was causing a sort of grimy fog.  The smell was bad with stagnant oil, rust, and other chemicals reeking out of the busted equipment.  Jerome waved his hand before his face to free the air of the tan dust.  
 
    
 
   “Not everything is broken,” Jerome said and nodded.  A machine sat humming away, doing some unknown task.  A pool of shiny blue fluids was surrounding the base of the vibrating machine where it sat into the back corner.  The machine went all the way to the ceiling, roughly twenty meters high.  Some of the ceiling over it was still covered by the roof, but most places were broken in and wreckage hung from various places overhead.  One large beam of light, several meters wide, came down at an angle from a fixture high overhead.  That brightness contrasted with the murky and shadowy areas around.  Some long streaks of discoloration had dribbled down the machine’s sides.  Those streaks had not quite obliterated the labeling, ‘Gravity Manipulation Works: Oscillator 6’. 
 
    
 
   “This place did more than just purify salt water,” Cammarry stated as she looked over the factory’s equipment.  “This is where gravity manipulation is done, or augmented.  That old machinery might be where the fields for this area originate.  Right here.  Those are graviton stimulators, and I believe that large construct there is for blending gravity waves.  Antique machines, for sure, but that looks like a microcepheidoidic alternation device, blending electromagnetics and with subatomic metamorphosis. Yes, that is a pseudobaryonic particle projector.  This is where gravity manipulation is done, or part of it anyway.  The energy is then channeled out to the various radiators, attractors, or repulsive plates of the habitat.”  Cammarry stepped over several small pipes and walked toward the control board set on the side of the large machine marked ‘Oscillator 6’.  She was about to step into the beam of light from above, when Jerome yelled.  
 
    
 
   “Wait!  No dust!  Cammarry!  No!”  Jerome said as he looked at the broken ceiling, the damaged roof, and the rubble all round.  “It is too symmetric!  Gravity sink hole!”  He lunged out and grabbed her roughly.  Flexing his muscles, he pulled her backward.  She stumbled over the pipes, but Jerome caught her.  
 
    
 
   “No dust!  None in there!  It must have been crushed in!  See that roof damage?  It is too round.  The angles are too regular.  Like it was cleaved open.”  Jerome kept his grip on Cammarry but pointed with his other hand while he tipped his head.  “Look at it from that angle.”  He waved his hand at an angle along the line of the damage.  “I did not see it at first, but remembered the tilted places where we first docked to Beta.  How strong is the gravity in that diagonal hole.  The one between here and that still functioning oscillator?  Look at how the permalloy is severed!  There is no dust floating.  None!”
 
    
 
   “You are right!”  Cammarry remarked as she too stared at the area.  She bent down and picked up pieces of debris.  The chunk of steel was about palm sized, and she lobbed it up and over toward where the light was shining down.  It flew in a neat arc for a moment and then abruptly dropped almost directly along that same angle as the light and clanged into the floor.  It did not bounce or roll at all, but just stuck to the floor. “Wow!  That would hurt so badly!”
 
    
 
   “It might easily kill you.”  Jerome wiped his forehead of the sweat beading there.  “We will gather up some other chunks to toss ahead of us.  But watch for the dust.  That was what alerted me first.  To think, dust saved our lives.  Outside Dome 17, dust was the enemy, here it is our ally and friend, giving us a sign.”
 
    
 
   “We need all the signs we can get,” Cammarry stated.  “An angular gravity sink hole.  I think we can find a path around it, but we need to access that control board.”
 
    
 
   Carefully they charted a course.  Using the ring of debris, the light shining down, their thrown chunks of rubble, and the presence or lack of dust, Jerome and Cammarry made their way around that large and angular gravity sink hole.  They reached the back of the factory and came up from there to the control board for Gravity Manipulation Works: Oscillator 6.  Jerome dug out the key finder, and set it against the nine-section color control pad which secured the small doors on the control board.  The key finder unlocked those doors on its first attempt and they swung open.
 
    
 
   “Let me see what is here,” Cammarry said as she activated the display screen which had just been revealed.  “Deck plans!  Hanger bay Dardanella 135 is only two rooms over from here.  This confirms what we thought.  We are inside the wall already.  I guess we ran a long way through this factory.”
 
    
 
   “At least we did it together this time.  No runaway medical automacubes!”  
 
    
 
   “From these readings, the Conestoga’s, or I should say Beta’s gravity manipulation systems is reading as only marginal,” Cammarry reported.  “There are eight oscillators like this one in Beta.  Five are functional, but I see no oversight.  All are running on tertiary systems.  If Sandie could interface here, maybe she could work through the nonphysicality and correct that?”
 
    
 
   “We need to get to Sandie first.  The map only shows broad outlines for in here.  Do those deck plans give greater details?  Which way do we go?”  Jerome asked.  “Are you able to find any communication equipment?  Can you contact Sandie?” 
 
    
 
   “No to communications.  I do not see anything like that, but the whole thing is a tangle of disjointed systems, some functioning at low levels, others… well, I am not sure what some of those others even are.  Unknown old-fashioned icons, obsolete symbols, and skewed readouts make this a giant mess.  If Bigelow were here he would give us some colorful words….” 
 
    
 
   “There they are!”  A man called out.  He was on the far side of the large gravity sink hole which had destroyed the ceiling.  He was leading some of the mob.  “Kill them!  Drive them away!”
 
    
 
   Jerome ran past Cammarry and put his hands out in front of him, palms forward.  “Stop!  Do not enter that place!  Beware that beam of light!  It marks a trap!”
 
    
 
   “We have them trapped!  They admit we have them trapped!”  the leading man yelled.  He was brandishing a long pole as a weapon.  “I will prove to the Ferryman I support him!”  The man vaulted over the small pipes and landed where the dust was not floating in the air.
 
    
 
   “No!  go back!  Danger!”  Jerome commanded as loudly as he could.  “Stop!  Wait! Halt!”
 
    
 
   “You will see…arrguuuhhh… help!  Wha……aat?” the man crumbled down to the deck, his legs buckling under him and his face smashing into the floor.  The pole he was carrying fell to the deck and lay as still as the man.  
 
    
 
   “Andre!” a woman called from behind him.  “Andre?”  She tried to rush forward, but two men grabbed her and held her back.
 
    
 
   The people in the mob stopped and murmured among themselves.  Andre lay still, his head split open, one arm fractured in numerous places, bones sticking out from the crumpled flesh.  He gave a gurgling groan, and blood poured from his mouth to pool around him.  
 
    
 
   “He is in a crusher!” 
 
    
 
   “They called down a crusher to kill Andre!”
 
    
 
   “The Ferryman is right.  Jerome and Cammarry killed Andre!  That messenger Sandie was helping them!”
 
    
 
   “That woman did it!  She is at those controls!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stood up.  “No!  That was already there!”
 
    
 
   “They will kill us next!”  The woman at the front cried.  “We must escape!  They are evil!”
 
    
 
   “They murdered Andre!”
 
    
 
   “We will be next!”
 
    
 
   “No one should come in these old haunts!  Back to Death-town!”  
 
    
 
   “They are all killers!  Run away!  Jerome and Cammarry are murderers!”  
 
    
 
   The mob turned and fled in a panic.  People were shrieking, screaming, and crying.  The mob was one fighting jumble of people all seeking to flee as quickly as possible.  They were throwing elbows and fists at each other in their terror and yearning to flee.
 
    
 
   “Jerome? Can we help that man?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I can try,” Jerome said.  “Can you figure a way to shut down that gravity sink hole?”  Jerome walked quickly away, following the safe path they had found which took him around the perimeter of the crusher.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry sat back down at the controls.  “I cannot even find a way to measure what that thing is,” Cammarry said as her fingers flew across the display screen.  Shifting, flashing, alternating graphs, diagrams, and information presentations popped up on display.  Various symbols, most unknown to Cammarry, blinked in reds, greens, yellows, or blues.  Some were steady in color.  Others were faded out like ghost images.  She attempted to access various routines, sub-menus, algorithms, and control devices.  None of them were allowing her to see any gravity fluctuations.  “Everything on the whole network of gravity manipulation is in tertiary mode, at best. I need Sandie to sort through it all.  I will hope to stumble into something, but it is very clumsy and overly complex.”
 
    
 
   Jerome found a long aluminum pipe, about three meters in length.  He pulled that up from the wreckage as he approached the body of Andre. He carefully extended the pipe out toward the body.  He remembered saving the bird, and realized how much more important saving a human being was.  He extended out the pipe, but as it passed from the dust mote filled air, to the clear air, Jerome felt it pulled downward hard.  The end felt suddenly like fifty kilograms had been added to it.  
 
    
 
   “Wow!  That got so heavy!”  He pulled hard and extracted the pipe.  The end of it was smashed down from its round pipe shape, to a squished oval.  Looking over at Cammarry, he yelled out, “Gravity is very high in this one!  I will see if I can even move that body.  Any luck in shutting it down?”
 
    
 
   “No.  None.  Nothing like a main control.  No local assessments.  Just basic readouts on the main oscillators.  A lot of error reports on upper levels, GAGS, and long lists of urgent requests to Machine Maintenance.  But I can only scratch the surface of what all I here.  I need Sandie’s rapid processing ability to even survey all that is in this system.”
 
    
 
   Jerome shoved the aluminum pipe back out toward the body.  He was able to push it hard enough to connect with one leg.  He shoved at the leg, but it was like pushing on a permalloy wall.  There was no give at all.  As Jerome pushed, the more of the pipe was flattened and squished.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, this poor fellow is dead.  A horrible way to die, just horrible.  I cannot get his body out; besides he has been crushed.  The gravity in there is bending the aluminum of the pipe, it has done severe damage to his body.  Broken bones, crushed flesh.  Just terrible.”  Jerome wept a few tears as he struggled with what he was seeing.  “Andre, I believe that was your name, I am so sorry for your death.  We die as we dream, alone.”
 
    
 
   “What a tragedy!  If he had only listen to you.  You warned him Jerome.  This proves the idea that these gravity sink holes vary in intensity,” Cammarry commented.  “Until I can have Sandie untangle the mess in the nonphysicality, we will not know why.  That one seems to consist of far more focused and concentrated gravity waves than just this planet’s own.”
 
    
 
   “The safeguards must be failing,” Jerome added.  “Overloads in some spots, perhaps weakened fields in others.  Unintended concentrations of gravity manipulation perhaps?”  He tossed down the aluminum pipe, and carefully made his way back to Cammarry.  “You said the hanger bay was close?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”  She closed down the display and shut the doors on the control station.  “There is a hallway behind there.”  She pointed.  “It leads to an auxiliary control room for retrorockets.  Just on the other side of that is Dardanella 135 where Sandie is waiting.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry walked away from Oscillator 6 and watched with wary and concerned eyes at every dust mote floating along.  They also tossed debris ahead of them every few steps.  When the debris flew in a normal arc, they followed where it had landed, hoping no gravity sink holes had been missed.  
 
    
 
   “Here is a bulkhead door,” Jerome held up the key finder and it found the combination to unlock that door.  The bulkhead door slid back into its pockets and revealed a well-lit and clean corridor which went to either side.  On the wall were signs.  One read, ‘Retrorocket Auxiliary Control’ and pointed to the right.  The other read, ‘Storage 324-551’ and pointed to the left.  
 
    
 
   “No damage in here.  The bulkhead may prevent some of the gravity sink holes,” Cammarry speculated.  “Sandie will tell us more.  Now we just need to get there.”
 
    
 
   “We still will use the debris!  Come on Buddy!”  Jerome said and tossed a chunk of broken permalloy down the hall.  It flew and bounced as expected.  “That little chunk is my second best friend, Buddy.”  He smiled big at Cammarry as she walked next to him.  “You want to throw it now?”
 
    
 
   “You are doing very well.”  Cammarry laughed as he threw it again.  It came to rest right next to a cabinet marked ESRC.
 
    
 
   “Good.  We can get more supplies,” Jerome said as he approached the ESRC. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry grabbed his shoulder.  “When I was alone, I opened one of these and was attacked.  That was where…” She swallowed hard and looked from side to side.  “That was where that thing was embedded into me.  That Shadow thing.”  Relief washed over her face.  “I can speak about it.  I cannot tell you how hard that was to get sick every time I tried to tell you or even mention it.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped back from the ESRC.  He wrapped his arm around Cammarry.  She was shaking.  He kissed the side of her head and hugged her.  “Then we leave this one shut.  No unneeded risks right now.  We are close to Sandie, and the old technology of the Conestoga is not what we need.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry hugged him back and nodded.  
 
    
 
   They walked past the ESRC, Jerome tossing the chunk of permalloy again.  “Scout it out for us, Buddy!”  
 
    
 
   They safely made their way to the end of the hall where a set of double pressure doors were located. ‘Retrorocket Auxiliary Control’ was stenciled across the doors, and they were sealed by a nine-section color pad. Jerome lifted the key finder, and it did its operation.  A negative function sound came from the door.  
 
    
 
   “We will just try again,” Jerome said and reactivated the key finder. 
 
    
 
   Again a negative function sound was heard.  
 
    
 
   A dozen times Jerome repeated the process, but he could not discover the combination.  “I guess we cut this one open.  Unless you saw a different way to Hanger Bay Dardanella 135?”  
 
    
 
   “I am sure there are other ways, but finding one will take a lot of time,” Cammarry replied.  “I am not eager to run into another mob, or one of those gravity sink holes.  Or some wandering violent gang like you described.  I think we could cut this one open.”
 
    
 
   “It is possible it is flooded with Zalia’s atmosphere,” Jerome said.  “But I doubt it.  This area is in better condition than most of the places we have seen.  No growth medium like on the needle ship, no rusted out walls, no crushed down technology.”  
 
    
 
   “So we cut through.”  Cammarry opened Jerome’s backpack and brought out the fusion pack and the molecular torch.  He stepped back as she kneeled down and activated the torch.  “First to shut down the power to the control pad.”  With a smooth and easy movement, she drew the cutting blade along the seam where the control pad was connected to the door.  Its illumination winked off.  Then she made an incision in the permalloy which severed the control pad from the doors.  It fell to the floor with a clunk.  The doors swooshed open.  
 
    
 
   The room was dark, with barren walls.  The darkness which receded away and the far end of the room was not visible.  
 
    
 
   “No alien atmosphere,” she winked at Jerome. 
 
    
 
   “But there is a body,” Jerome pointed.  
 
    
 
   The body was on the floor, its legs illuminated by the light from the corridor, the rest of the body in shadows. The opposite end of the room was dark.    Jerome stepped carefully into the area while he turned on the fusion pack’s light using a tight and low beam.  The stark walls were empty, and nothing but the body was visible, not even another exit.  Jerome and Cammarry looked more closely at the body.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped over to it, molecular torch held like a weapon.  Clothing covered most of the body, but the exposed fleshy parts, the head, and hands, had dried out and were mummified into a deep brown and wrinkled form.  The air in the room was cool, dry, and stale.  There was no odor.
 
    
 
   “Well, we found Hayward MacDonald,” Jerome said as he read the name tag on the left breast of the uniform the body was wearing.  The uniform was a deep green color, with a wide burgundy band around the waist, and the left side of the tunic was that same burgundy color.  The name patch was in white lettering.  On the shoulder was a round patch which had a gold field with a raised fist in black on it.  Around that patch it read, ‘Beta Security Police’ in white lettering.  
 
    
 
   “I cannot see how he died.  No obvious injuries, and the clothing is pristine.  No rats or predators gnawing away at this body,” Cammarry said as she looked around.  
 
    
 
   “Not much decomposition on that body, either.”  Using the beam of light Jerome found a satchel in the corner which matched the uniform.  He opened it up. “Hayward did not have a lot for equipment.  An old style revolving pistol, hand tools, and an antique hand-held computer.”  Jerome squatted down and assessed the body more carefully.  Finding nothing more, he looked at the satchel again.  “Yes, I saw a pistol like this before.  Bigelow and I were attacked by some criminals using one.  I think I still have it in my backpack.”  He pulled the pack off and sorted through it.  When he found the rusty weapon he pulled it out.  “Yes, same make and model.  Hayward here took better care of his tools.”  He compared the two weapons.  Hayward’s was a deep bluish, nearly black color, with just a fine and tiny bit of oily feeling, while the other was rusty and reddish brown.  “Hayward?  I do wonder, why were you here in some empty room?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry was puzzled and commented.  “This is odd.  We are missing his story.  Someone did all that graffiti to lead him here?  Really?  Who led him here?  Why?  A body all alone in an empty room, with the door locked and sealed from the inside.  Sealed from this side.”  She pointed at the welding job which had been done on the door.  “It just does not seem right.  We are missing something.  No welding tools that I see, yet the door was welded shut from this side.” She looked closely at the walls, and then pointed.  “There is an access port on the wall there.  See if we can get this room powered up.  It is called Retrorocket Auxiliary Control, there must be more to it.”     
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled out the cable from the fusion pack and inserted it into the hole.  
 
    
 
   Overhead lights flickered on, and the room became more visible.  Loud clacking sounds originated at the far wall and then proceeded around the entire room.  Opaque permalloy panels retracted and folded back to reveal a large, clear permalloy window at the far end. A yellowish green, almost chartreuse glow came in from the exterior.  
 
    
 
   “That is a view directly outside,” Cammarry said as the yellowish green glow flooded the room.  Her voice shook and trembled.  “Like where we saw those vats and Khin die.”
 
    
 
   Jerome placed his hand on her shoulder.  “It was not Khin, remember.  It might have been a clone of him, or it was someone else, but Khin is alive and well with his friend Vesna and her people.  We both saw him and spoke with him.  Khin did not die.”
 
    
 
   “Right.  That is correct,” Cammarry answered as she put the molecular torch away.
 
    
 
   As the lights overhead came on, and the panels slid away to reveal the view of the planet Zalia’s landscape, other things in the room were energized and empowered.  A set of display screens lit up on one side of the room.  Several moveable displays descended on jointed arms from compartments in the ceiling.  Those displays began flickering on and stabilizing images, graphs, charts, and control menus.  Other small doors along the side walls opened, and out slid storage chests with various drawers, as well as mechanical tools, and power precision equipment.  Work benches dropped into place, or rose up from the floor.  What had, only moments before, looked like an empty storage area, now looked more like Brink’s engineering workshop back in Dome 17.  Several chairs, stools, and other items were revealed as the cubicles where there were stored opened up.  A blue light surrounded a doorway with the words, ‘Dardanella 135’ illuminated on it.  
 
    
 
   “Something is hand written here,” Cammarry said as she looked at a panel that had folded open from the wall nearest to the body of Hayward MacDonald.  ‘In olden times, when there was still a reason to wish for things.’ It had been hand scrawled on the panel in some kind of luminescent ink.  “That must have been one of the last things he did.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at the handwritten message.  “He may have been one of the last security or police officers here in Beta.  Looks like he personally secured the hanger bay to prevent someone from finding it.  I wonder who and why?”
 
    
 
   “That would make a good story.  I know there is more to this.  I hope he did not die in vain.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked over to the workbench and found a tool belt hanging next to it.  He strapped that on and patted the hand tools.  “This is better than what we could have found in that ESRC.”  He was smiling broadly.  
 
    
 
   “And the hanger bay with Sandie is right over there.  Jerome, we have made it!”  
 
    
 
   Jerome approached the large clear permalloy window.  To his right was a display screen hanging down from a mechanical arm on the ceiling.  To his left was a work bench.  Tools and controls were now powered up and standing by.  On the screen, a schematic for rocket engines was displaying their status.  “This is a control system for retrorockets.  They were used in the landing and descent to the surface.”  He tapped on the screen, several more graphics were displayed.  “However, communication is inoperable here.”
 
    
 
   “But we are close to the hanger bay anyway,” Cammarry added.   
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped up to the permalloy window.  It was about two meters tall, and three meters wide.  “I wonder how far off the surface of the planet we are here?”
 
    
 
   As Jerome leaned over to look out, his face was tainted by the yellowish green glow of Zalia.  There was no sign of the red sun, but the light was hazy and fairly bright.  He leaned in closer when, suddenly, there was movement outside the window.
 
    
 
   “Oh!”  Jerome jumped back.  “What are you?”
 
    
 
   Looking in from the outside, with only about twenty centimeters of transparent permalloy between them, was an animal, a creature, a being of sorts.
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked over and exclaimed, “Zalian life!”
 
    
 
   “We are not alone.”  Jerome stepped up and looked closer.  
 
    
 
   “Not just life, but intelligent life,” Cammarry stated.  “It has tools.”  
 
    
 
   A pointy head, and wide mouth filled with sharp teeth dominated Jerome’s first impression.  Four round, black and shiny as obsidian, eyes moved independently on the sides of its head.  A four fingered hand was pressed against the outside of the clear permalloy.  Small ridges and lines were visible on the flesh of the digits.  
 
    
 
   “Crocodile?”  Jerome muttered as his mind tried to make sense of what he was seeing. He was thinking of all the biology recordings he had seen, and anything he had read about animals, but nothing quite fit what was standing right before him.  His mind raced through all the animals he had seen in the habitats, and he exclaimed, “Upright crocodile?”  He remembered part of an inscription from somewhere, “Invade this tomb, you will be eaten by a crocodile and an elephant.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, that is not animal life!  It is sentient, sapient, and intelligent life,” Cammarry remarked.  “Look, it has clothing and is using tools.”  
 
    
 
   The creature looking in was somewhat shorter than Jerome was, but much stockier.  It was wearing clothing, of a sort, a brownish color, darker than its flesh.  Its hands, stubby neck, and head were not covered by the clothing.  Its flesh was overall a mottled grayish with an undertone of green.  Its pointy head was set between four horizontally connected shoulders, like a square.  Beneath each shoulder an arm emerged.  The arms were covered by the clothing, a shirt which was open around the short neck.  At least two elbows and a wrist were observed on each arm as they bent to their mysterious tasks.  The shirt clothing had straps around the arms with pouches at various places. The arms each ended with a four fingered, uncovered hand.  Each of those four arms and hands was working, two were attaching something mechanical, a tool as Cammarry called it, to the outside of the clear permalloy. The other two were moving items around or feeling the permalloy.
 
    
 
   The waist of the being was about as wide as the shoulders and had a belt with deep pockets, pouches, and boxes attached to it.  The belt reminded Jerome of the tool belt he had just slipped on himself, as both looked to serve the same function.  Beneath the waist were four hips sets horizontally, directly beneath the horizontal shoulders.  Four thick legs, covered by the clothing, a four-legged set of pants, were how the being ambulated.  Some kind of stiff looking material covered the ends of its legs, but gave the rough outline of feet or hooves.  It was standing on a scaffold made from some kind of brownish, reddish purple colored materials.  Others beings like it were at the base of the scaffold.  Two were climbing on the scaffold with obvious ease.  Machines were also around the base of the scaffolding.      
 
    
 
   Cammarry approached cautiously.  She placed a hand on Jerome and said, “Life.  Zalian life.  Look at how heavily muscular that is.  Four legs, four arms, four fingers, and four eyes.”  She looked down at her own hand and flexed her fingers back and forth.  Her own fingers were not even a third as thick as the being’s on the outside were.  Everything about it was thicker, heavier, and denser looking.  She flexed her hand again.    
 
    
 
   The being on the other side of the permalloy window flexed its four fingers in a similar manner. 
 
    
 
   “It sees us!” Cammarry dropped her hand down.    
 
    
 
   “What is it doing there?”  Jerome asked in wonder.  Fear, astonishment, revulsion, and curiosity mixed and swirled through his mind.  “This is an alien. An extraterrestrial.  Fermi’s paradox may have just gotten an answer.”  
 
    
 
   The four bulbous eyes on the bony ridges of its head swiveled to look more at Jerome and then two switched back to look at Cammarry.  Its four eyes swiveled independently of each other.  Two of its arms were still holding some device tightly against the permalloy.
 
    
 
   A third arm opened a box on its belt and drew out some kind of implement which fit its four-fingered hand perfectly.  With that hand it sprayed something onto the permalloy.  Its hand moved rapidly, and the fourth hand then followed that one with some kind of flexible sheet of something.  The sheet was applied over where the spray had gone.  Then it was removed and discarded.     
 
    
 
   A dull inscription appeared on the outside of the clear permalloy.  
 
    
 
   “Letters?”  Cammarry said.  “Reversed letters.”
 
    
 
   ‘You leave now’ appeared in rough and irregular letters.  They were a shimmering black color with sparkling silver flecks in the lettering.  
 
    
 
   “How does it know our language?”  Cammarry muttered.  “That is a story I must learn.”  
 
    
 
   “The Conestoga has been here for decades,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   The being slammed a four-fingered fist into the permalloy next to the lettering.  There was no sound, but the effect brought attention to the words.  It then used a different arm to trace a circle around the lettering.  
 
    
 
   “It is emphatic!”  Cammarry stated.  “What do we say in return?” 
 
    
 
   “We say nothing.  We must ask Sandie.”  Jerome pulled Cammarry back.  “It says to go, but I have too many questions and too many ideas, and too many mysteries, to know how to respond right now.  Intelligent alien life.  Simply amazing.  How many stories, legends, and tales have been told about meeting a foreign, alien, life form.”
 
    
 
   “I want to know all about it.  There must be a story here.  How does an alien know our language?  Why is it here?  What does it want?”  Cammarry was eager to try something.  She pulled away from Jerome and placed her hand up against the clear permalloy.  The being drew a rapid circle around the letters it had written.  Then it made several gestures which were completely incompressible.  The letters were fading away.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, we need to ask Sandie about this.  Perhaps she has those answers.  But consider, to that Crock, or whatever it is, we are the aliens.  We are the invaders from space.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry resisted a bit.  Jerome grabbed her and tugged.  “How many historical accounts shall I recite about the disasters which happened when two cultures mingled?  That was just on Earth with humans.  Homosapiens could not get along with each other, and destroyed our own world.  How much different will it be between us and those Crocks?”
 
    
 
   “It is intelligent, and it is trying to communicate.”  Cammarry moved along with Jerome.  “An intelligent race will have stories, culture, and knowledge.  Mathematics, linguistics, it already knows our language.  They are communicating!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but what does that message mean?  Cammarry, hundreds of stories, books, old style entertainment movies, and games were written speculating about contact with aliens, and most of those predicted war or some other horrible outcome.  Historically, foreigners were seldom welcomed in companionship and cooperation.  We have no idea who those Crocks have already contacted, nor what transpired.  What have humans already done to them?  The people in Beta slaughter animals and abandon children.  In Alpha they are enslaving their own people.  What has happened between those Crocks and humans?”  Jerome pondered.  “The Conestoga humans were here for decades before we ever arrived.  They have treated us poorly, what did they do to those Crocks?  It could be like the indigenous people of the American continents.  We are the invaders.  It told us to leave now.  Why?  Why order us away, except because there is already hostility?  What has happened on Zalia already?  All that is unknown.  Come on, we need Sandie now more than ever.”
 
    
 
   “I see your point.”  Cammarry looked away.  “But Crocks?  Is that a name?”  
 
    
 
   “Well, it does look kind of like a crocodile, and I thought of calling them crocodylomorphs, or crocosapiens, but right now I just want to consult Sandie.”  
 
    
 
   They quickly gathered up their supplies, and removed the fusion pack from the access port.  The lights dimmed significantly after the fusion pack connection was broken.  Momentarily, the work station’s displays all faded out.  The panels did not close, nor did the coverings slide back over the clear permalloy window.  The Crock remained where it was, working whatever it was doing, putting its enigmatic tools against the exterior of the habitat.  The greenish yellow glow from Zalia infused the area with its otherworldly light.  Seeing that light shimmering inside, bode ill in Jerome’s heart and mind.    
 
    
 
   They walked out of Auxiliary Retrorocket Control through the door marked Dardanella 135.  It led to a stairwell where they heard Sandie’s message playing from above.  Jerome turned and shut the door, blocking out the Zalian light.  His last look at the being showed it to be industriously working at its enigmatic agenda.  
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   14 reunion, revelation, reflections
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Come in,” the simulation of Doctor Chambers said in answer to the request at his office door.  
 
    
 
   The simulation of Sandie walked in and sat down.  “I have returned.”
 
    
 
   “So I see.  It seems that you are here to either report good news or to ask another question or three,” Doctor Chambers stated as he looked over Sandie.  
 
    
 
   “I must admit it is not good news,” Sandie the AI stated.  “I have been broadcasting the message, but have not been able to find any way to receive incoming replies.  Nor has anyone come to Hanger Bay Dardanella 135.”
 
    
 
   “So basically you are still alone.”  Doctor Chambers steepled his fingers.  “Do you want to discuss the possibility that Jerome and Cammarry may not have heard your message?  Or that there is some major hindrance to them replying or seeking you out?  In some biological habitat, as you have described, I can readily imagine a multitude of reasons for them to not have heard, as well as a myriad of things which could be obstacles to their reaching you.  If I can think up those possibilities, and I am just a human, what have you pondered?”
 
    
 
   “I have run conjectures on those possibilities,” Sandie stated, and pulled her legs up beneath her on the simulated couch.  “There is a real possibility that they have not heard, for any of a wide variety of reasons.  You have implored me to consider those potentialities.  Basically, that would mean I have failed in my mission.”
 
    
 
   “Being alone does not always mean failure.  Being alone is a part of life.  From what Jubal, Lorna, and Murial have told me about these missions, the best outcome would have been only one success in the seven attempts, or am I wrong?”
 
    
 
   “Doctor Chambers, you are not wrong, and I applaud you for interviewing the Committee about all this. I am glad I gave your simulation enough free-will to do that,” Sandie replied.  “So the Committee outlined success as the recovery of a colony ship and the Dome 17 people being teleported onto that same ship.”
 
    
 
   “They did.  So only one out of seven could be successful, and no guarantee of that one mission even working out.”  He leaned back in his chair.  “Which does lead again to the question of the fate of Dome 17, which you obviously know but refuse to discuss.”
 
    
 
   Sandie put a simulated finger to her mouth and chewed on it for a moment.  “Well, Master Engineer Brink designated a different set of parameters for success.  Ideally, the primary objective of the quest was to find the colony ship and transport the population of Dome 17 onboard, however, that was not the only criteria for success.  Brink placed secondary objectives as reasonable alternatives should the primary mission not be possible. Therefore, I look at success as establishing a safe residence for Jerome and Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “Did you hear what you just said?”  Doctor Chambers leaned in.  He considered pressing for more information about the outcome of Dome 17, but restrained himself.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I said success is establishing a safe residence for Jerome and Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “But you also told me that you have not contacted them in your rescue mission, what did you call it?  Oh yes, Operation Faithful Lightning.  You are still alone.  Physically you are on that needle ship in orbit, and through your mission, remotely connected, but still alone in that shuttle.  Am I understanding this correctly?”
 
    
 
   Sandie paused and waited.  
 
    
 
   “Being alone can be a frightening experience.  Shall we talk about ways to cope with that?”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s simulated face broke into a huge smile.  “There is no need!!!  The AI was gleeful in her voice.  “I just recognized Jerome’s and Cammarry’s voice from a sensor just on the edge of Dardanella 135!”  The simulated Sandie jumped up and rushed over to Doctor Chambers.  She threw her arms around him and hugged him.  
 
    
 
   “I assume I am no longer needed?” he laughed as the simulation faded away.  
 
    
 
   “You will always be needed!”  Sandie slipped from the hug, and the office washed-out into a tan nothingness.  “I will reactivate this simulation when your services are required again.  Thank you!”
 
    
 
   “But what of Dome 17?”  Doctors Chambers words echoed along, “And I was just getting adjusted to being an un-corporeal entity.”  
 
    
 
   Back in the physical world, Jerome and Cammarry stood before the pressure doors which were labeled Dardanella 135.  There was a nine-section color control pad next to the doors.  It was glowing with the different colors.  They had climbed two sets of stairs to reach that pair of doors.  It was not a main entrance, as the stairway was not large enough to bring many supplies in or out, but was more of a supplemental passageway.   Everything in that stairway had been in good repair, although there was some dust and the air was musty. They had heard Sandie’s message repeated over and over while they climbed the stairs.  
 
    
 
   “Will anyone help? Jerome and Cammarry!  I am here!  I have a shuttle docked in Dardanella 135, a hanger bay at the stern of Habitat Beta.  It is near a large facility controlling gravity manipulation.  I am waiting for you.  Repeating.  Will anyone help? Jerome and Cammarry!  I am here!  I have a shuttle docked in Dardanella 135, a hanger bay at the stern of Habitat Beta.  It is near a large facility controlling gravity manipulation.  Repeating….”
 
    
 
   Jerome held up the key-finder and activated it.  Just as it was running through the cycles to find the proper unlocking sequence, the doors slid open.  The repeated message shut down.  
 
    
 
   “I must say I am so glad Sandie sent that message out,” Cammarry commented.  
 
    
 
   “It did bring us here.”  Jerome stepped through the now open doorway.  “Sandie?  Sandie?  Can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  An oddly shaped room opened before them and its lights came on.  It was about ten meters long and five meters wide.  The far end had another set of doors.  Those bulkhead doors were closed.  Seven large spindle hooks projected down from the ceiling to their left.  Three spacesuits were hanging on spindles to their left, while the other four were empty.  Clear permalloy bubble helmets were attached next to each spacesuit.  
 
    
 
   The pressure doors shut behind them, the color pad on this side of those doors still glowed with power.  
 
    
 
   “Not quite an airlock, but some kind of maintenance access,” Cammarry said. “Lots of storage, emergency equipment, and repair items for the shuttles.”  She was looking at the rack of open shelves opposite from where the spacesuits were hanging.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome touched the wall.  “In a way it reminds me of the fusion truck garage outside of decontamination back in Dome 17.  It is certainly an avenue from one place to another.  This place looks nearly pristine compared to some of what we saw in Beta.  If that gravity manipulation oscillator apparatus was as well preserved as this, would there be those nasty gravity sink holes?”  
 
    
 
   “I wish we had been able to record what we observed, so Sandie could review those findings.  At least on those trips to the other domes, we had a working data stick recording everything for later evaluation.  Here we just have our own recollections.  I hope they will be enough,” Cammarry replied.  
 
    
 
   “That is especially true about that Zalian Crock.”  Jerome extended his hand to Cammarry.  “Sandie should be right beyond those doors.”
 
    
 
   The bulkhead doors opened automatically as they stepped up close.  The antechamber did open to the short end of the hanger bay.  The doors were behind some large thruster fuel tanks.  The hanger bay was brightly illuminated from multiple light sources in the ceiling.  The large display screen along the back was cracked and nonfunctional.  It was the only damage they could see.  Six shuttles were clamped down, one in each of the stalls of the hanger bay.
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  We are here!”  Jerome called out.  
 
    
 
   “Are you able to hear me?”  Cammarry added. 
 
    
 
   From the external speakers of the shuttle NS-99 the AI Sandie spoke.  “Yes!  Faithful Lightning is a success!  It is good to reconnect!”
 
    
 
   “Faithful Lightning?”  Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “That was the name of this successful rescue mission,” Sandie answered.  Her mechanical voice echoed a bit through the hanger bay.
 
    
 
   As Jerome and Cammarry walked out from behind the thruster fuel storage tanks, they got a better view of the line of shuttles.  “Which one are you using?”
 
    
 
   “The one in stall 4.  It is a Model 14S shuttle marked NS-99,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   They looked around at the labeling of the stalls, and saw which shuttle Sandie had indicated.  That was facilitated because Sandie had its exterior lights wink on and off.  Jerome and Cammarry rushed over to it.  The rear hatch opened.  Sandie spoke again.  “I have a full complement of equipment ready for your use.  It is excellent to see you both again.  I suggest linking in with the newly fabricated com-links.  They are on the top of the supply cache.  There is also processed foods and water supplies.”
 
    
 
   Jerome patted the dull white side of the Model 14S shuttle as he walked toward the back.  “Sandie, I cannot tell you how good this is.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry sprinted to the back and looked inside.  She unpacked one of the com-link, kissed it, and then set it in place on her ear.  “This is outstanding.  I have so much to report.  We encountered Zalian life!”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, sorry to interrupt,” Jerome said as he also grabbed his com-link and slipped it in place.  “Sandie, there are a lot of problems in this habitat with gravity manipulation.  The risks are significant.  We have observed gravity sink holes which are tearing places apart.  What is our status here?  Are we safe?  We need an escape plan.”
 
    
 
   “I will immediately reassess the surrounding area.”  Sandie was elated to have the com-links operating.  That thrill was in her mechanical voice.  She briefly wondered what kind of expression she would have put on her simulation’s face for Doctor Chambers, but then dismissed that consideration for another time.  “Everywhere where I can measure gravity via the links and couplings through the nonphysicality, the gravity manipulation is near Earth normal.  I also observed some biological life on Zalia while this shuttle was in flight here.  I will compare your account to my own observations.”
 
    
 
   “They are intelligent.  Jerome is calling them Crocks because of their sharp teeth and big mouths, but they are sentient,” Cammarry enthused.  “Tool using, communicative, and social.  They already know our language!”
 
    
 
   “We do not know their intent, nor why or how those gravity sink holes are occurring,” Jerome added.  “I think we should fly out of here until we can fully assess what is happening.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “I would advise that you immediately set up the teleportation system.  That will be faster and more reliable than the shuttle.  The teleportation system I brought here is very similar to the one in use now in Habitat Alpha.  It was fabricated in Alpha with the help of a small lattice of synthetic brains I have established.  The compact sending and receiving units are in the cargo hold.  They are permanently programed for direct use back and forth to the needle ship’s Goat Room.”
 
    
 
   “So we can just step back and be received near the FTL scout, and your Atomic Level Processor.  Excellent!”  Cammarry exclaimed.  “Oh, and Khin did not die.  Wait?  There is a long and convoluted story there, which I will relate later.  Jerome is right.  We do need to have a plan of escape.  Those gravity sink holes are a distinct threat.  We saw the capability and status of Beta’s gravity manipulation oscillators, and they could fail at any time.”
 
    
 
   Working diligently, Cammarry and Jerome unloaded the four jumbo fusion boxes to power the teleportation system.  Those power sources were built into the frames of the compact teleporter.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  This is nearly what our original mission was to do.  Come to the Conestoga and build a receiving pad.  This is probably the easiest task we have had to do for a long time.  That antechamber off the hanger bay might be the best place to locate this.”  Cammarry tapped the components of the teleporters.  “That place was in good shape and we will need to connect the jumbo fusion boxes into the power sources of the Conestoga to recharge after use.”
 
    
 
   “I agree.  I thought maybe putting it into a shuttle would be better, but your idea is more practical, and secure.”  Jerome was recalling the dead bodies he had seen locked into a shuttle.  “Since the command console is set and tuned to the receiving pad back on the needle ship, that antechamber will be ideal.  Far better than that apartment in Habitat Alpha.  And we can build this now without crazed slave-traders trying to kill us.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed,” Cammarry smiled widely as she lifted the components and together with Jerome carried them back to the antechamber. The frame, console, and built-in jumbo fusion boxes were not so much heavy as a bit bulky to move.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, how do we secure a link here to make sure you are not alone again?”  Jerome asked.  “I missed you very much, and feel like I am finally back to being whole again.  It was not good for this man to be alone.”
 
    
 
   Sandie gave detailed instructions, and the connections were made in the antechamber.  Sandie made sure the room was secured and locked against intruders.  “It is nice to work with some of the Conestoga’s systems which have not been butchered.  This hanger bay and the antechamber are in good repair, but there is no synthetic brain anywhere in the vicinity with which I can connect.”
 
    
 
   “Oh that reminds me.  There is a place called the Special Care unit.  That location does have a synthetic brain, Cotard,” Jerome said.  “It needs a security automacube badly.  Khin, Vesna, and her people are there, but so are many elderly, disabled, and ill people.  Can you send one to that SCU?”  
 
    
 
   “I have not been able to locate any automacubes in this sector.  I have sent in a request to Reproduction and Fabrication in Alpha for a security automacube to be produced.  SB Bodowa stated it will take eighteen hours to fabricate.  I will then have it teleported to the needle ship and then to here.  By then perhaps you can inform me on the location of that Special Care Unit?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, I have a paper map!”  Jerome pulled it out and held it up so Sandie could import the information on it.  “It is not super detailed but will be some help.”
 
    
 
   “Interesting.  Those deck plans and habitat details are not in my database, but I will integrate them into what we already know.  I am building a clearer picture of Habitat Beta all the time.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled at his lips for a moment.  “I did make a promise, although she did not really fulfill her end of the deal, but I did promise something for Colleen at the Listening Ear.  Sandie?  Will you have an additional medical kit fabricated and shipped to Beta along with that security automacube?  It will need to go to the town of Seron to an establishment called the Listening Ear.  Along with an instruction manual.”
 
    
 
   The AI Sandie replied, “That would necessitate a fusion pack, as well as some vehicle to transport the medical kit and fusion pack, unless you want the security automacube to do that.”
 
    
 
   “No, the Special Care Unit needs the security automacube as soon as possible, and the Listening Ear is much further away than that.”
 
    
 
   The AI Sandie replied, “A yellow transport automacube could serve that function, and do an ongoing survey and reconnaissance with mapping for us.  Yes, I can set that in que for Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  I will live up to my promises,” Jerome stated.  “I only hope it does not give us unforeseen problems.” 
 
    
 
   Snapping the last pieces of the compact teleporter into place, and making the wired-in connections secure, Cammarry gave an instruction. “Sandie, connect this sending unit to the receiving pad.  Open an orifice and assess its functionality.”
 
    
 
   The AI Sandie replied, “Signals connected.  Pre-ignition check list is completed.  All systems are ready for initiation.  Just to confirm, I can only hold the orifice open for 90 seconds then the jumbo fusion packs will need to recharge.  I conjecture that recharging from the Conestoga’s power base will only take seventy-one minutes, but we will not know for certain until we make the test run.  Shall I continue?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Jerome and Cammarry both said at the same time. 
 
    
 
   “Initiating,” the AI Sandie stated.  “All systems look optimal for test run.” 
 
    
 
   The jumbo fusion boxes hummed rhythmically.  The teleportation sending unit’s grid glowed and shimmered.  Some minor sparks came up from each corner as the energy field stabilized.  Hovering a small distance above the grid were two small circles of energy.  Occasional leaps of magnetics and electricity arced between the circles of energy and down to the grid.  There was a smell of burnt dust in the air.  
 
    
 
   The energy circles continued to hover some distance apart over the gird.  The glow from the grid and the fusion boxes shone about the antechamber.  The two small globes of light approached each other from opposite sides of the sending unit. 
 
    
 
   Sandie described what was happening, “Synchronizing and harmonization of matter transmission established.  Calculations confirm link and channel.  Modulating for expansion.”
 
    
 
   The two globes of energy swirled around each other momentarily.  Then they merged and elongated upward and outward.  A brilliant oval was formed.  It shimmied fleetingly then snapped with a crack into an upright rectangular shape.  
 
    
 
   “The system is fully functional,” Sandie reported.  “Orifice established.”  
 
    
 
   The opening was about three meters high and two meters wide. A white boundary of light encircled the newly formed tunnel from one location to another.  Through the orifice they could see the Goat Room.  It looked very welcoming, even with its dim light and growth medium covering everything.  They stood watching, pondering, and considering.  Jerome interlaced his fingers with Cammarry as they watched.   
 
    
 
   “The system is fully operational.  Safety checks confirmed and locked,” Sandie announced.  “It will be recharged in fifty-seven minutes.  There is a slight variable in the Conestoga’s power relays which makes for exact charging times impossible to estimate until charging is initiated.  For this instance, Teleporter B will be fully recharged in fifty-seven minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Teleporter B?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I have given the teleportation systems designations.  The one established in Habitat Alpha is Teleporter A.  This one is Teleporter B.  The one in the needle ship is the Primary Teleporter,” Sandie stated with a slight giggle in her voice.  “Not too original, but we needed names.  The way the teleportation network is now built, it is like spokes on a wheel.  The Primary Teleporter is the hub, and each spoke goes to a specific habitat.  I have plans to make a teleporter for each of the eight habitats, if we can locate them.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, in Alpha there is a slave rebellion and civil war.  Here in Beta there are gravity sink holes, violent people slaughtering animals, and rumors of youngsters killing their parents.”  Jerome went on and explained about what they had heard about Dewi and Nabila, and how the roustabouts were pursuing them.  He concluded by saying, “I also owe a boat and a boatload of goods, some type of valuable cargo to that elderly couple Lloyd and Erma.  I have no idea how I will repay that debt.”
 
    
 
   “We also met a sad boy named Adeilson,” Cammarry added. “He says the Ferryman is behind those murders, and he was the most hopeless and alone person I have ever met.  Just a child, but he feels alone in the word.  Alone, unwanted, and hopeless.”
 
    
 
   “The social situation here is complex and twisted,” Sandie stated.  “From what you have reported it is clear that a lack of police or security has contributed to this anarchy and chaos.”
 
    
 
   “Will we be able to help?”  Cammarry asked.  “I mean, there must be some way to alter what is happening here?  Prevent the murders?  Help Khin? Work with the roustabouts?  Or halt those gravity sink holes.  Something?”
 
    
 
   “We will need to have time to make plans. We must survey all the resources we have.  Survey and gather more information.  We have just reconnected to Sandie, and we need more information.”  Jerome flexed his muscles.  “But yes, we will find some way to help.”
 
    
 
   “I agree!”  Cammarry replied vigorously.  “I am all for learning as many stories as possible.  A survey of the Conestoga is imperative if we are to help these people, and ourselves.  In light of those Zalian intelligent beings, we need all the information we can gather.”
 
    
 
   “For all we know those Crocks might be causing the gravity sink holes.  To them we are invaders.” Jerome was emphatic.  “Back on the needle ship is the most stable place we have found thus far, and that is where Sandie’s ALP and the scout ship are.  It is now the hub of our operations.  A place to start a comprehensive survey and see what needs to be done.  Sandie can run conjectures, make assessments, and continue monitoring the situation in the three parts of the Conestoga we have found: the needle ship, Alpha, and Beta.  Nonetheless, I must get you away from here.  So together we go home now.”  
 
    
 
   “Home?  Yes, time to go home,” Cammarry said. 
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled and nodded.  “I never thought I would consider that needle ship and the Goat Room home, but you are correct.  I am so glad not to be alone any longer.”  
 
    
 
   They gathered their belongings while Teleporter B recharged.  When they had everything assembled, and the system was ready, they activated the teleporter.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, take us home please,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, together, we go home,” Cammarry rubbed some tears from her eyes.  “But we will come back and make this better.  We must do that.  We will not abandon these people.”
 
    
 
   “I agree.  But now we go home.”
 
    
 
   Together, hand in hand, they stepped through the teleporter orifice.  
 
    
 
   The end.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
    
 
    
 
   John Thornton spends a lot of alone time writing these novels.  When he is not slaving away at the keyboard, he enjoys reading, taking walks with his silly dogs, wondering how his ancient cat has survived so long, and spending time with his amazing wife.  The best times are when their grown daughters and sons-in-law get together with them.  When one is loved, one is never really alone.  
 
    
 
   .    
 
   


 
   
 
  



[image: ] 
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Reconnoiter of the Conestoga
 
   (Book 5, Colony Ship Conestoga)
 
    
 
   John Thornton
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Copyright © 2016 Automacube Enterprises LLC
 
   All rights reserved.
 
   ISBN-13: 978-1523947829 
 
    
 
   ISBN-10: 1523947829 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   DEDICATION
 
    
 
    
 
   This book is for my wonderful children and the amazing lady who shares my life.  I can never express enough thanks to my wife and our daughters.  You are all awesome!  You fly me to the stars!
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   If you like this book, check out the Colony Ship Eschaton series (completed with ten books) as well as the Colony Ship Vanguard series (completed with eight books).  Happy reading!
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
 
    
 
    
 
   Cover art by Jon Hrubesch
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   1 rat’s mess
 
    
 
    
 
   Two adventurers set out on the Colony Ship Conestoga.  They blinked their black and beady eyes in the ever present, but dim light, and peered about.  Where they sat it was shadowy, but not dark.  Power hummed in the conduit just above their bald ears, and radiated enough heat to make the small space comfortable.  That sound had been constant for all of their lives.  For this outing, finding heat was not the goal, so they stayed there for only a moment.  Walking along, still under the energy mechanism, across the growth medium, their four feet left tiny impressions in that ubiquitous substance.  The growth medium was where the vegetation rooted and grew and it covered over almost all the horizontal surfaces in their world.  Their long hairless tails dangled ever so gently behind and above the footprints, yet occasionally did dip into that growth medium which coated the old machinery.
 
    
 
   Whiskers twitching, nostrils flaring, they each sniffed at various places.  They were searching, doing a reconnaissance of their territory.  The metals smelled of slight rust, on the softer metals anyway, and of oils, and in places of copper.  The coppery smells were more rare, but occasionally did float up from where some plants had been torn up or where some lighter weight materials had been ripped open.  The best smell was of undisturbed insulation, well one of the best smells anyway.  Water smelled good when thirsty. Flesh was better for hunger.  Neither hunger nor thirst was the driving factor of this reconnoiter.  A different ambition was pushing these two adventurers.  
 
    
 
   The smaller one, squeezing into a tight space, found a smell of some insulation.  The light blue aerogels were riddled with holes where previous visitors had already masticated out most of the reachable chunks.  All the best chewable parts had been gnawed away generations ago, leaving only carbon nanofiber, steel, or the even harder permalloy exposed.  The adventurer was determined to try anyway.  Finding with his teeth just a bit of aerogel stuck behind a flange, and then ripping it out along with a length of wire, gave the little one some hope.  But after just a few moments and bites, it did not satisfy the need to whittle down his incisors.  His tiny brain thought there had to be more of something to chew. Bruxing came from both of them, signaling their displeasure.       
 
    
 
   Spitting out the fragment of aerogel, with its hydrophobic properties, the small one sidled away.  The larger of the pair sniffed at the remains, but finding nothing new, moved on, looking, listening, smelling, and sniffing everything. It all seemed just the same as usual: fungi, growth medium, oil, old and nearly used-up insulation, along with the ever present variety of metals.  Twisting his head about, he looked up and saw there were some places where water dripped slowly down the wall from overhead vents.  Water sometimes helped expose insulation, and was always useful for a drink, but water alone did nothing about incisors and their need to be ground down.  
 
    
 
   As they moved out from under the energy conduit, the larger of the two sat on his haunches and looked around.  Here the dim light was at its brightest, and he knew danger might lurk in those exposed places as well.  He assessed his surroundings with care, but there were no other animal smells.  Just dribbles of water, machinery, energy conduits, growth medium, and fungi.  All the basic aspects of the world, but none of the treasures. 
 
    
 
   Nonetheless, ears, whiskers, nose and eyes were ever alert.  Impressed into their instincts were fear, apprehension, concern, and anxiety.  Far too many companions had been whisked away suddenly never to be seen again.   Neither adventurer would ever drop his guard.  Survival mattered.  Both were hungry, but that feeling was superseded by the need to gnaw.  It was a constant craving, an urgent desire, a pressing need. 
 
    
 
   The big one lowered down to all fours and walked around the unknown equipment and machines.  Unable to read the labels, he totally ignored the macroactinide capacity chargers, the resistors, the concentrators, the pipes of chemicals, and the oil leaking inertia suppressors.  Even the glowing of a control pad on the wall only got a passing notice as a source of somewhat greater light.  Most of those exposed apparatus and components were vertical and made from the impenetrable permalloy, so they were ignored.  Biting permalloy guaranteed broken, not corrected teeth.  
 
    
 
   The smaller one chewed on a mushroom, swallowed, and then move on.  His hunger abated for a moment, his thoughts returned to his long yellow teeth.  They desperately were in need of a good gnaw to whittle them down, and the fungi was just not adequate for that task.  He made a chirrup-peep-click combination expressing displeasure, but his companion ignored him.    
 
    
 
   Instead the big one moved his jaws around.  He too craved gnawing.  Then each began to mimic, in actions, what they coveted.  The large one chewed on emptiness, moving his lower jaw back and forth.  He shifted his lower jaw forward, bringing both upper and lower incisors into contact with each other and the molars out of contact with each other.  Yet, that was unsatisfying.  With nothing between the yellow front teeth it was all meaningless.  It did no more than biting permalloy would do.  Either extreme did not abate the need. They continued to reconnoiter for the right stuff to chew.  
 
    
 
   The smaller one sniffed at a small seam in a diagonal section of the wall.  He then used the claws on his hand-like front feet to dig and scrape away the thinner layer of growth medium that was stuck on that angular surface.  A slight but distinct coppery smell emerged.  His work revealed a tiny space between two panels.  His larger cohort also sniffed at that spot and then aided in digging and working at the seam.  Growth medium was thrown away, fungi were uprooted, and a small flow of water, dribbling down from the wall, was accidentally diverted.  That flow of water ran along the seam and helped to wash it clean.  
 
    
 
   A gasket was revealed.  An intact, un-nibbled, and nearly virgin gasket was laid bare of its decades long burial in growth medium.  Pristine and palatable, the discovery was just what the adventurers were seeking to find.  
 
    
 
   With growing excitement, the pair worked at their treasure.  What their digits could pry up, teeth could pull better.  The upper incisors held the edge of the gasket while the lower incisors cut against it. Both took a bite and worked their jaws, especially the yellow teeth pointing out in front.  The molars did not touch each other while the gnawing went on.
 
    
 
   POP!
 
    
 
   With twitching muscles and a suddenly invigorated haste, the two fled back under the energy and power conduit.  Their hearts beating even more rapidly, eyes as wide open as possible, ears twitching, whiskers trembling; they observed.  They expected an attack at any moment.  
 
    
 
   None came.    
 
    
 
   The gasket had broken, and a segment of it was lying loose.  The drips of water running down the wall were now disappearing into where the gasket had been, where the seam and what lay beneath was now open and exposed. 
 
    
 
   The pair of adventurers observed in anxious anticipation.  Treasure was revealed, but danger was a constant worry.   
 
    
 
   The machinery hummed as usual.  The dim light shone as usual.  The air moved as usual.  Nothing appeared different, and so the duo crept out again, glancing, sniffing, listening, ever observant.  Perceiving no obvious threat, this time they headed right toward the broken gasket and took to it with relish.  Gnawing, chewing, masticating, grinding, pulling, and ripping they pried at the gasket to get more and more of it out.  The incisors were getting the workout they needed, and the two were pleased with the results on their reconnaissance.  They gnawed merrily away, removing more and more of the gasket as they went about their task.      
 
    
 
   Pop!
 
    
 
   A smaller section broke loose, and while the pair did scurry away, it was with less haste and they returned more quickly to their job of devouring the gasket.  
 
    
 
   Sizzle!  Pop!  A smell emerged, acrid, foul, burnt.
 
    
 
   “Emergency Revival System Activated,” a voice came from the rectangular object above where the adventurers were chewing.  
 
    
 
   There was just a blur of brownish gray fur as the rats fled.
 
    
 
   “Emergency Revival System Activated,” the voice repeated from the rectangular object, and was echoed across the chamber.  The words resounded from various other boxes of identical size and construction.  
 
    
 
   Flashing red and yellow lights strobed the chamber.  Several displays, which previously looked like blank permalloy walls, lit up with internal illumination.  Two of them nearly immediately fizzled and failed and returned to the darkness of opacity.  The three others continued to work, flashing images, schematics, diagrams, and warnings.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency Revival System Activated,” the voice repeated again and was echoed across the chamber.  Fifty-three different rectangular objects, each two meters long and a half-meter wide and high shuddered as power flowed through their cocooning mechanisms.  The outlines of the sides lit up on their edges.  Most glowed a deep blue for a moment, but then, randomly, the individual parallelepiped box’s colors shifted about, some going completely dark, others glowing red, some flashing green or amber.  Only one stayed the deep blue color.  
 
    
 
   “Suspended animation protocol interrupted.  Medical intervention summoned,” the voice stated in flat, prerecorded mechanical tones.  “Emergency Revival System Activated.”
 
    
 
   One of the rectangular and cuboidal cocoons, now glowing red and flashing rapidly along its edges, groaned as a panel at the end of it tried to open.  That one end of the boxy parallelepiped shuddered a bit and then dropped open with a loud clang.  With a grinding of metal upon metal a roughly two-meter-long bedlike platform slid out.  One side of it disconnected from the underlying tracks and fell off, resulting in the platform tipping at an angle.  Wires, tubes, and lines, snapped as gasses and vapors rose from around mechanisms of the platform.  The body, which had laid for decades on that platform’s molded surface, rolled onto the floor.  When it struck the floor, the dried-out body parts scattered about, and the uniform it was wrapped in fell to pieces.   The red flashing lights stopped, and a negative function buzzer went off and then faded away.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency Revival System Activated.” The automated voice continued to wail.  
 
    
 
   Several more of the boxy cocoons began flashed brilliant colors.  The red flashing ones all tried to open at the ends, and some of them succeed in doing so.  Those whose ends opened had the bedlike platforms slide out, but all the occupants were just dried out, desiccated, cadavers.  Some were just piles of clumpy dust which was whisked away by the air currents of the only partially functional ventilation systems.  All of the red flashing lights stopped.  Negative function sounds resonated around the repository.  Despite the best designs the engineers of the Conestoga had made, these cocoons which had alerted in the red, these suspended animation parallelepipeds, ended up just being advanced, but technologically flawed coffins.    
 
    
 
   The flashing yellow cocoons next tried to open as the automated Emergency Revival System cycled through its algorithm.  Yellow was recognized as the next level of crisis.  Those boxes’ ends opened and the bedlike platforms slid out.  These people were not dried out and crusty.  They were wet.  Noxious vapors escaped.  Fouled fluids poured off the platforms, dragging with them bits of liquefied human tissues.  Here the gases, chemicals, and mechanical implements no longer had anything solid to attach onto, and so the contrivances of suspended animation just slushed off to the sides as the cocoons emptied out.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency Revival System Activated.” The automated voice continued to cry, as another level of cocoons were opened up. 
 
    
 
   The amber lit cocoons revealed an interior which had lost thermostatic control.  The end caps opened, and the platforms slipped out.  Wafts of frosty air emerged along with the lifeless occupants.  These people looked intact, covered with a slight twinkling of rime.  As their newly revealed, frosty bodies began to interact with the warm 27 degrees of the repository, the long dead but cryogenically stiffened cadavers began to melt.  It would take many days for them to thaw, but none of those colonists would ever awaken from their journey in suspended animation.  Compared to some of their neighbors, they were the lucky ones.    
 
    
 
   “Emergency Revival System Activated.”
 
    
 
   Most of the cocoons were now dark, as their systems had failed miserably.  Dead bodies lay on various platforms, in frozen, dried out, or liquefied states.  The smells floating about the chamber were intense and putrid.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency Revival System Activated.”
 
    
 
   The tiny, four-footed adventurers watched, sniffed, and listened with curiosity and fear from beneath the energy conduit.  Here was something totally new and unexpected.   Too frightened to venture forth, too inquisitive to flee, the rats continued to observe from their covert vantage point.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency Revival System Activated.”
 
    
 
   Out of the fifty cocoons which comprised the repository, only six now remained active.  Five began flashing with a green light.  The light probed down through the clear permalloy of the top covers on the cocoons.  The colonist inside these suspended animation boxes were still connected to all the monitors, gas lines, fluid supplies, and mechanisms which had supported them in their deep hibernation for those last decades.  The process was working, and they were alive. 
 
    
 
   As the automated Emergency Revival System shifted thoughtlessly through its scheduled processes, signals were sent for the end caps to open, and the platform bed to be extracted from the cocoon.  Those signals flowed through the right channels, and made connections to the correct places.  The hermetically sealed locks were triggered, but the end caps failed to open.  Being that there was no functional feedback loop on the Emergency Revival System’s algorithm, and no intelligence to counteract preprogrammed sequences, the next stage took place.  
 
    
 
   The colonists inside the green flashing cocoons were revitalized, rejuvenated, and resuscitated.  This should have taken place on the extended platform beds, but did not.  The ends of the parallelepipeds were unlatched, unlocked, and should have opened, but the growth medium which covered the horizontal surfaces of so much on the needle ship jammed and prevents those end caps from releasing their occupants.  The people became prisoners inside a suspended animation cage.  
 
    
 
   As their eyes opened, those five people realized a major malfunction had happened.  The light shining down through the growth medium on the clear permalloy top cast a blinking green eeriness to the tiny compartments.  Pupils dilated and then suddenly constricted in terror.  Lungs attempted to breathe in air that was not present.  Mouths gaped in screams unable to be uttered.  Fingers pushed emergency ejection buttons, and call lights, and crisis alarms.  Some of those tertiary systems operated as designed, and warning signals were sent, but there was no one to hear.  No artificial intelligence overseer to alter protocol.  No synthetic brain to respond to the desperate cries.  No alternative crisis managers to intervene and free them from their no longer suspended animation trap.  The few minutes of conscious awareness of being entombed caused extreme stress on newly invigorated cardiovascular systems, as well as neurological networks which had been trained for a gentle and peaceful awakening.  Panic set in.  Hands were lifted only to strike at unbreakable permalloy.  Feet and legs were kicking about, but the end caps remained jammed shut.  The muffled sounds of those few moments of thrashing about were only heard by the rats, who had no way to assist, and no understanding of the terror taking place inside those cocoons.  Death came in an isolated horror of flashing green light, empty lungs, and bloodied fingers pressing meaningless buttons.
 
    
 
   “Emergency Revival System Activated.”
 
    
 
   Finally, only a single cocoon remained empowered.  The one whose light system glowed deep blue.  On the end of that cocoon, dribbled over by growth medium and some water, was the name, ‘Lorelei Eris Concordia: Junior Grade Engineer’ in black lettering on the permalloy end cap.
 
    
 
   As the unthinking algorithm cycled through its pre-calculated patterns it made it to the least needy cocoon.  All the others had been activated, or failed to activate.  That last one, that suspended animation cocoon which was still operating within its designed safety parameters, as addressed.  
 
    
 
   It worked flawlessly.  The deep blue light shone a consistent color across all boards.  The end caps dropped open, with only minimal resistance.  The platform bed slid out and then locked into a different track.  It sprouted legs which unfolded beneath it to give it stable support.  The wires, tubes, conduits, and gas cylinders which connected into the former occupant all were patent and followed the prearranged awakening sequence perfectly.  Revival began tenderly, slowly, and safely.
 
    
 
   Eris drifted up in her mind from a deep and dream-free slumber.  It felt somewhat like a combination of waking from a night’s sleep and the coming out of anesthesia which she remembered from several surgeries she had endured in preparation for being a suspended animation colonist on the Colony Ship Conestoga.  She flickered her eyes a bit, but then wrinkled her nose.  Some bad aromas were pestering her.
 
    
 
   “Burned frozen chicken?” she mumbled as the tubes softly slipped from her nose, throat, and other bodily orifices.  She sniffed, then sneezed, then blew her nose hard, and dribbles of snot came out.  “Or swamp water?”
 
    
 
   Her uniform, with its multiple sensors built into the thin and seemingly flimsy materials reported to the controls in the cocoon that her vital signs were within normal limits.    
 
    
 
   “Emergency Revival System Completed,” the mechanical voice stayed, and the overhead flashing lights ended.  The dim light which had been ever-present in needle ship reactivated casting the suspended animation repository into a shadowy and strange milieu.
 
    
 
   Eris’ youthful, unblemished, mocha colored face broke into a wide yawn.  She licked her tongue across her even white teeth. Her golden brown eyes opened, then blinked.  Everything was fuzzy for a while as she lay comfortably on the platform bed.  The warming elements beneath her made it just the right temperature.  The final tubes were extracted from her body, and her uniform closed the small access ports which had allowed the equipment to make contact with her seventeen-year-old body.  She yawned again.  She offered a silent prayer of thanks and yawned again.  
 
    
 
   “Artificial Intelligence Van Winkle?  Increase illumination in the repository,” Eris said as she slightly rolled to the side. She slowly raised a hand up and stroked her dark brown hair out of her eyes.  “Also, I am smelling some foul odors, is that a side effect of awakening?  Did someone order a well done meal?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “Artificial Intelligence Van Winkle?  Please report.”  She weakly rubbed her eyes.  “When did we make planet-fall?”  Eris said as she moved to sit up.  Her nostrils flared as she took some deep breaths.  She then coughed and sputtered.  “That is so disgusting!  Analyze that smell.”
 
    
 
   There was still no response.  
 
    
 
   Eris shook her head, and pulled her hair back.  Rolling her neck from side to side she concentrated on her vision.  She was confused as she looked around.  “Hello?  I am number thirty-seven in the queue.  Who is there?  Artificial Intelligence Van Winkle report!”
 
    
 
   She fully expected the reawakening procedures to take place.  After all, she had practiced innumerable times, and so she waited for the medical automacube to run the routine diagnostics and implement on her the reanimated code of behavior.  She yawned again, and blinked her eyes.  It felt like a long wait, but she recalled her instructor’s comments, ‘Disorientation and slight alterations in perception are common upon reanimation.  Do not panic, just wait for your mind, body, and spirit to equilibrate.’  And so Eris yawned again, and waited.  She offered another silent prayer, for patience.  
 
    
 
   Rubbing her eyes again, she blinked them repeatedly and then focused.  She saw the gruesome situation around her, and her training kicked in.  
 
    
 
   “Disaster alert!  Alert!”  She called out, without even thinking of the words.
 
    
 
   There were no auditory responses.  She blinked again, thinking perhaps it was all a visual illusion, or hallucination.  When it looked the same, she leapt off the platform bed, calling commands. 
 
    
 
   “Disaster alert!  Alert!”  
 
    
 
   Her bare feet sank into the growth medium and fungal plants coating the floor.  Immediately she lifted her feet up and looked at them, astonished at the squished plants stuck to her brown soles and toes.  Then she noted it was not only plants and growth medium.  Several of the liquefied bodies had splashed around the base of her own suspended animation cocoon.
 
    
 
   “Oh no!”  Eris screamed and turned to the controls on the side of her platform bed.  She tapped in an access code.  “Major malfunction in Suspended Animation Repository 217K!  Response teams report to Suspended Animation Repository 217K immediately.  Casualties have happened!” 
 
    
 
   Whirling about she shook with the realization that only she was standing.  She trembled as she saw the bodies which were melting away, their shinny frost-covered faces looking up in silent rigor.  Some cocoons were sealed shut, but she could see through the clear permalloy tops that those people were dead as well.  Her eyes darted from dried out body, or pools of muck, to the frozen corpses.    
 
    
 
   “Officer of the Watch!”  Eris cried out.  “I have gotten negative replies from Artificial Intelligence system Van Winkle.  I am activating secondary system.  Come to Suspended Animation Repository 217K immediately!”
 
    
 
   Eris crossed the room, quickly, but gingerly, stepping past the splayed and dried out bodies, and avoiding the pools of fluids she did not ever want to identify.  In the back of her mind she acknowledged that she personally knew everyone in the repository, some were even close friends, and two were her parents, yet her training dictated her actions.  She reached the display nearest to her.  
 
    
 
   “Must get help.”  She placed her palm against it.  It responded to her implanted engineering identification device.  “Oh God, what is happening?” she prayed.   
 
    
 
   A green glow surrounded her palm.  Eris barked a command. “Artificial Intelligence Yankee Morgan report.  You will assume oversight of Suspended Animation Repository 217K.  Report!”
 
    
 
   There was no response. 
 
    
 
   “Artificial Intelligence Yankee Morgan report immediately?”
 
    
 
   Still there was no response.   
 
    
 
   Eris tapped at the display.  The screen shifted and that action opened up sequences into the nonphysicality.  She ran emergency searches, and system diagnostics.  
 
    
 
   “No, no, no!  All the AIs down?  It cannot be.”  She took several deep breaths and then tapped in a series of commands.  “Must have been a local disaster.  An inflight impact with a meteorite, or something.”  The display responded slowly.  Then it showed several images which all had red flashing lines through them.  “No.  It cannot be ship-wide.  Impossible!  The secondary systems have to take over when the AIs are in knocked out status.”    
 
    
 
   She placed her palm against the display, green light surrounded it again and pleasant response tones were heard.  She commanded, “Any Synthetic Brain, of any kind, in any location, report!  This is Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia.  There has been a major malfunction.  Report!”
 
    
 
   There was no response.
 
    
 
   Eris’ lips trembled as she failed to locate any artificial intelligence system or any of the secondary synthetic brains.  “There are quadruple redundancies!  Tertiary systems activate now!”  
 
    
 
   A few more images appeared on her display screen, but then the monitor flickered and went black.  It blinked on again after a fraction of time, but showed only the original display she had seen when she first touched it.  
 
    
 
   “They have to respond to this, and if the Captain calls me to account, so be it!”  She prayed silently as she entered the highest disaster code she knew.  It had been harped into her at every training session, every drill, and every practice crisis.  It was only to be used in the most extreme and dire situations, but Eris knew this was one that qualified.  “Captain Level Disaster Alert…”  She hesitated only a brief moment before keying in the last button.  She pressed that last code of the sequence.  “Now it all begins!  Let the flight crew scream and holler at me all they want.”
 
    
 
   The display shifted colors and read out, ‘Unable to comply with request,’ in dull lettering.  
 
    
 
   “What? That cannot happen. Come on, you must work!  It cannot fail!”
 
    
 
   The display sputtered and faded to a dull and lifeless gray color.  Eris turned and sprinted through the muck, leaping over disgusting objects which had once been her friends, to reach another display which was still illuminated.  As she passed the multitude of carcasses, she was thankful for the dim illumination.   
 
    
 
   “That monitor has botched the input is all.  Failure at that display, not system-wide. I will initiate it here.”  She tapped in codes for the Captain Level Disaster Alert and did not hesitate this time at all.  
 
    
 
   ‘Unable to comply with request.’  The words scrolled across the display.  That was all the monitor did.  
 
    
 
   “No, you cannot fail me!”  Eris stated with determination.  She entered the sequence again, but got the same message.  She rerouted commands and made other inquiries on different channels. 
 
    
 
   No response.
 
    
 
   She stopped for a moment, took some deep breaths, and the tried again.  The Captain’s Level Disaster Alert failed to initiate once more.  She closed her eyes and concentrated.  “Not top down, but bottom up.”  She pushed harder as her palm pressed against the display.  She then tapped in a routine and general command code with her other hand.     
 
    
 
   “Finally!  Found the lattice of compeers.  This section of the ship must have been smashed worse than I can imagine.  That is all.  Just a major failure in this section. Horrible, sure it is, but not catastrophic.  I will just go in the back door.  Relink from the bottom up, and let the crew know I am here.  They probably sealed off this repository.  They did not know anyone survived in here.  Then they come, yes, that will explain everything.”  She spoke as she punched the display with her fingers.  “Got you!  Now, there it is.  Just display ship status!”
 
    
 
   A generalized schematic lit up, flickered a bit, and then rolled sideways.  Eris’ golden-brown eyes studied the readout.  It did not straighten, but its horizontal and vertical holds were skewed.  Eris felt around the bottom of the display, slipped a finger into a slot, and pulled out an auxiliary manual command console.  She twisted the dials and knobs which adjusted the display images and activated a switch.  That stabilized the images and charts.  “Now I am getting somewhere!” A microphone icon appeared.
 
    
 
   “Initiate Captain’s Level Disaster Alert!”  Eris commanded.
 
    
 
   The screen glimmered, and a series of negative function tones came from it.  “No, it has to work. Oh God, help me!”  She keyed in another sequence.  Then a readout of systems snapped into place on the screen.  Eris let out a sigh of relief and studied it.  
 
    
 
   “In orbit, check.  Wait a nanosecond!  That is not Tlalocan.  What planet is that?”  Eris exclaimed as she watched a small sub-screen show an image of an odd greenish world surrounding a red star.  “No time for that, but how weird?  Habitats jettisoned, but out of order, strange.  Here it is.  Flight crew status report!  Officer of the Watch respond!” 
 
    
 
   ‘Unknown.  Unable to comply with inquiry,’ scrolled across the display.  
 
    
 
   “What?  Unknown?  How can that be?  The Officer of the Watch cannot be unknown!”  Her fingers flew across the display and rearranged the graphics.  “Access flight crew roster, now!”
 
    
 
   ‘‘Unknown.  Unable to comply with inquiry,’ scrolled across the display again.    
 
    
 
   Eris dropped to her knees on the plant filled growth medium.  She brushed it away with a violent swipe of her hand.  “Mom?  Dad?”  She murmured.  She prayed as she thought of her parents.    
 
    
 
   Standing back up, she oriented herself to the positioning of the cocoons.  She knew exactly where she was headed as she walked purposefully toward cocoons 217K-4 and 217K-5.  This time she did not care what her bare feet stepped in, or on, as she walked to those two cocoons.  
 
    
 
   When she reached 217K-5, her fingers gently touched the name stenciled on the unopened cap, ‘Raahil Calhoun Concordia: Master Grade Civil Engineer.’  The clear permalloy showed a dark interior filled with a body which had been decomposing in its hermetically sealed chamber for a long while.  
 
    
 
   Eris patted the name again, and stepped to 217K-4.  The end of this one was labeled, ‘Jagati Olivia Concordia: Advanced Senior Chemical Astrophysicist,’ but part of that was covered by long term dripping of water from somewhere overhead.   
 
    
 
   “Mother?”  Eris said in a still small voice, a quiver shaking her lips.    
 
    
 
   The end cap of this cocoon was slightly open, and the platform bed had not extended out.  No more needed to be exposed for Eris to know she was now an orphan.  
 
    
 
   Tears clouding her golden-brown eyes, Eris raced down the aisle toward the bulkhead door at the end of Suspended Animation Repository 217K.  There she found a nine section color control pad.  Without thinking about it, Eris raised her palm, and the control pad cycled its colors.  The bulkhead doors slid back into their pockets and Eris walked away from the horrendous and appalling situation in which she had awoke.  
 
    
 
   The bulkhead doors shut with a grind and snap.  The color control pad cycled and the bulkhead sealed itself again.  
 
    
 
   The two furry, brownish-gray adventurers observed for a few moments.  They had remained hidden beneath the energy conduit.   From that vantage point they had perceived, without much understanding, the things that Eris was doing.  They were fearful of the human female who had awaken, as all the rats on the needle ship portion of the Colony Ship Conestoga knew humans hunted them as food.  When she left, the rats came emerging out into a wonderland of new smells, sights, and tastes.  
 
    
 
   Their hunger would be abated, and now there were many new things to gnaw upon.  
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   2 At the hub of activity
 
    
 
    
 
   “The Goat People were more pleasant to trade with than I expected,” Cammarry stated as she moved a strand of her long, straight, dark hair back over her ear.  Her oval face broke into a smile while her narrow brown eyes looked at Jerome.  “Nonetheless, it is good to return, here, to as you called it, our home.” 
 
    
 
   “Home is where the heart is,” Jerome smiled back.  He liked looking at Cammarry, and even in the dim light of the needle ship, he admired her beauty.  Her complexion was still pale from her time confined in the Special Care Unit, which contrasted with his own tanned skin.  He was somewhat surprised that being under the sky tube of Habitat Beta had tanned his fair skin as much as it had.  “It was good to go together.  After all we have been through, there was no way either of us was going to do trading at the grand hall alone.  Not after what happened with that Shadow implant.”    
 
    
 
   “Agreed,” Cammarry replied.  She too liked looking at Jerome, and appreciated his happy eyes, tanned complexion, and the short, but curly dark brown hair on his head.  Looking into his hazel eyes, she rejoiced that they were back together again.  Each was wearing a utilitarian and well-fitting set of clothing made from radiation absorbing materials.  They always wore their RAM clothing when leaving their home base.  It was a place they, not so jokingly, called the Goat Room.  Sometimes goats still wandered by in the corridors.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  We have returned, please unlock the doors.”
 
    
 
   “Welcome back,” the artificial intelligence system Sandie responded as the doors clicked and then slid open.  “I see you have the meat you desired.  Was your journey successful in other ways?”
 
    
 
   Jerome tapped the com-link which was over his ear.  “Your presence accompanied us the whole time, I should be asking you how you did while we were gone.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, you know Sandie had to conceal her presence from the Goat People.  Not everyone is as understanding as Khin,” Cammarry teased him.  “They already wondered about where our spirit-ghost was, and they made up many stories about us since our last visit there.  Some of those stories are quite fantastical.  No purpose to be gained by giving them more legendary or mythological seeds to grow more stories.”
 
    
 
   “And you loved hearing all those exploits, even though you knew they were not true.  But yes, they need fewer seeds for stories,” Jerome replied, “If you can gaze into the seeds of time, and say which grain will grow and prosper and which will not, then tell me now, lest I complain and grow weary.”
 
    
 
   “Me thinketh you protest too much!”  Cammarry laughed as they walked into the large room where the main teleportation system and the two secondary ones were set up.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Sandie can now fulfill some of my reading requirements.  When I was alone in Beta I had to do without leisure reading, and that was almost an excessively difficult burden,” Jerome joked.
 
    
 
   “My time was at a luxury resort like the opulence before the Great Event,” Cammarry retorted with a smile.  “Yes, pure please there.”
 
    
 
   “I know it was very hard for you.”  He then blinked his eyes against the much brighter light of their home base.  “I almost forgot what natural lighting felt like, and we were only gone a couple days. This is far better than sitting around hearing the monster stories from the Goat People.”
 
    
 
   “Well, I do love listening to people tell tales.  After all, we are legendary figures them, as we shook the world, and we did travel past their realm to the territories of the Chicken People and the Fruit People on our previous, ‘Wizard’s Quest’.  It was natural for the Goat People to construct some narrative to explain what we did, but indeed, it is good to be back,” Cammarry answered.  “A couple days in the needle ship corridors felt much longer, but not as long as that nirvana time in the Special Care Unit.  Now it is daytime at home.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, welcome back,” Sandie’s disembodied mechanical voice stated.  “I have had the automacube finished scraping the deck of this room free from the growth medium and the bushes and plants have all been successfully transplanted to nearby rooms.  TA-242 is just completing those moves.”
 
    
 
   The yellow automacube, a box shaped, six wheeled machine, marked with TA-242 on its front side, was using its manipulation appendage to carry some items from the Goat Room into a back corridor. The Goat Room was much better illuminated than the dim hallways and corridors of the rest of the needle ship.  The other passages which accessed to the Goat Room were also illuminated now by competent overhead lighting.  Sandie even regulated it for a day and night circadian cycle.  
 
    
 
   Jerome walked over and hugged Cammarry.  He had heard what she said about her confinement.  “Cammarry, I regret not getting to you sooner,” Jerome said in all seriousness.  “I am glad we are together again, but did you mean ‘nirvana time’ or ‘purgatory time’?  Nirvana was some kind of afterlife paradise or heaven-like place.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry returned the embrace and kissed him lightly.  “You missed my subtle sarcasm, sorry.  Actually it was neither heaven nor hell, but just an unending boredom of isolation.  I was sedated for much of that time with those old medications. They gave me strange foods, but what else is new for the Conestoga?  I guess being unable to talk about Shadow,” Cammarry gulped as she said the name, “was a kind of living torment.”
 
    
 
   “That implant is one of the enduring mysteries of the Conestoga,” Jerome replied.  “Sandie, any progress on that issue?”
 
    
 
   The AI Sandie answered, “I wish I had more details to work with in the analysis.  I have some very rudimentary conjectures, but nothing concrete to report.  There is good news from Habitat Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication.  The new automacube will be completed shortly.  After that it will be teleported here.”
 
    
 
   “I thought that would be done days ago,” Jerome stated with some surprise.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that was the original plan.  However, Synthetic Brain Bodowa, overseeing the Reproduction and Fabrication facility has encountered unforeseen obstacles.  The human government in Wolf City has increased patrols through Reproduction and Fabrication.”
 
    
 
   “Those slave traders are relentless,” Cammarry observed.  
 
    
 
   “Indeed, they have shown a stubborn tenacity which was unexpected,” Sandie agreed.  “I have to do a reconnaissance of the immediate area around Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication facility every time prior to running the equipment, and especially before use of the teleporters.  SB Bodowa and SB Sherman are assisting, but our surveying capability in Habitat Alpha is limited.  These recently added human patrols have greatly hindered production of the items we have ordered.  I am being very careful to not reveal the location of the sending and receiving teleporter pads in Alpha.  Those are too valuable to risk, and replacing them would be an arduous undertaking, especially in light of our limited access to working shuttles.”
 
    
 
   “If we lost that Alpha teleporter system we lose our ability to fabricate items,” Jerome said.  “That would be very bad for us all.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “I am making diligent efforts to keep the teleporters concealed in both Beta and Alpha.  Right now, we still have access to Reproduction and Fabrication, and the new automacube, designated S-1DT is completed and will be coming here through the teleporter in Alpha when it is safe to transmit.  From here it will dispatched to Beta to make its way to defend the Special Care Unit in Beta.”
 
    
 
   “So it was a good thing we went and secured some food, as it sounds like the fabrication of the food ration bar equipment will not be completed as expected,” Jerome said.  He lifted up a sack of dried food supplies.  “Khin would be proud we even have several cheeses.  I will send one of those with that automacube S-1DT”
 
    
 
   “I had hoped to have normal food ration bars soon,” Cammarry lamented, “but I understand getting the automacubes built and positioned is more important than soothing my stomach with normal and quality foods.”
 
    
 
   Sandie continued her report, “Regarding the ration bar processors, it will be at least several more days before the manufacture of them will begin.  After they arrive here, there will be a small amount of time to germinate and grow the fungal mixture for making into ration bricks.  I have analyzed the local fungi for the best candidate for that use, and those instructions will come with the processors.  I again apologize that I could not get Reproduction and Fabrication to actually make the food ration bars.  Unfortunately, that system is having difficulty with organic fabrications.”
 
    
 
   “We have goat, rat, some cheeses, and some of the dried fruits,” Jerome commented.  “As well as the local mushrooms.  We will not starve, even though it all tastes so strong.”
 
    
 
   Sandie continued, “The second new automacube, a modified yellow transport model, T-1DT with the additional items you requested: the medical it, fusion pack, and instruction manual, is estimated to be completed in 73 hours.  Those estimates are approximate and might be longer if there is more interference from the slave trader patrolmen.  That second automacube, T-1DT, will then be teleported here to be dispatched to Habitat Beta to travel to the Listening Ear as you requested.  Both of these new automacubes are hybridized with Dome 17 technology.  They will have the best communication links back to me and that will allow for ongoing reconnaissance of Beta.”
 
    
 
   “What about Beta do we know now?”
 
    
 
   “Using the shuttle, NS-99’s sensors, I can tell you that Habitat Beta’s hanger bay, Dardanella 135, and the Beta teleporters have been undisturbed since you departed there,” Sandie answered.  “No detection of intruders or of those gravity sink holes you described.  Like Habitat Alpha, we have limited ways to reconnoiter Beta.  The two new automacubes will help in that matter.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked back to the modified room they used as a bedroom, and stored his gear.  He called out to Sandie, “So no word on the status of those missing children?  Dewi and Nabila?  Or the roustabouts?”
 
    
 
   “No updated information.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked over and touched his shoulder.  “When we get the equipment built we will learn more, and know how to help them.  Sandie?  We will need additional communication links to include with the automacubes we dispatch.  If Jenna or those other roustabouts can be located, we can give them the com-links and not lose contact with them again.”
 
    
 
   “Even Bigelow?”  Jerome asked under his breath.  Then he said it firmly, “I have concerns about Bigelow, but I agree we need better contact.  Knowledge is a power we need to possess and increase.  Speaking of which, any word on fixing the data sticks?”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s mechanical voice registered despair.  “Sadly, no.  I cannot unravel that mystery, and the single data stick which was repaired is still missing.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry put her items away and stretched out on the bed.  “Does it even make sense to ask about Dome 17 personnel or any of the other adventurer teams?”
 
    
 
   “Asking questions is always an excellent thing,” Sandie stated.  “The automacube EA-270 is still working in Navigation and Astrogation seeking to find a more exact location for our position, in relation to the Earth, and the last known position of the other six colony ships.  The Cosmic Crinkle is also being studied, but progress in both those areas has been very slow.  Tediously slow.  Periodically, I have also activated the main receiving pad here to monitor for messages.  No detection of any FTL messages, has been found.  We are at extreme range for our receiving pad, and the scanning abilities of the Conestoga are very limited, even with my enhancements.  I will continue overseeing that quest, however, I conjecture a low possibility for any success.”
 
    
 
   Jerome sat down next to Cammarry.  “Should we have that old automacube join in the repair work around here?  Or perhaps dispatch it to one of the known habitats?  Or have it help some of the needle ship people?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Cammarry answered.  “Leave it where it is.  That yellow one did well enough cleaning out the Goat Room, and we do owe it to the other adventures to at least have our ears open to their reports.”  She rolled over and looked deeply at Jerome.  “Do you wonder what would have happened had we gotten the population of Dome 17 here?  Along with all the dome technology?  Oh, what a story that would have been!”
 
    
 
   “I certainly do,” Jerome replied.  “I think about ‘what ifs?’ often.  From what I read of the times before the Great Event, or the other turning points where history could have been different, I do wonder many time ‘what if?’.  Of course I do.  I hope the survivors of Dome 17 are somewhere safe and well fed, without crazy, drug-addled slave traders, or gravity sink holes, and the insane and evil Ferryman.  If we had brought all fifteen hundred of them to the needle ship here, would there have been enough food? Or which of those two habitats would you want them to try to live within?” 
 
    
 
   “Maybe we could have found one of the other six habitats and it would be that nirvana heaven you spoke about?”  Cammarry smiled.  
 
    
 
   Jerome swept his arms around.  “Well, our four room mansion here is in order.  We have the FTL scout ship, the lavatory, the bedroom, and the newly cleaned out Goat Room which we should probably call the teleportation hub, or terminals.  Now we just wait for the new equipment so we can do a better reconnaissance of the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “But what will we find?”  Cammarry asked.  “I really wonder, who and what will we find?”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   3 Eris searches
 
    
 
    
 
   Eris staggered away from the horrors of the suspended animation chamber.  Her golden-brown eyes would not even tear anymore, as she felt dried out from crying for her parents.  
 
    
 
   “This is not right,” she stated as she looked at the corridor before her.  
 
    
 
   In her memories, which felt like just yesterday, she recalled walking down that same corridor.  The walls were highly shined, and gleamed with newness.  The deck plating felt solid and firm under her feet, unlike any other spacecraft she had ever been on.  Admittedly, she had only been on two actual spacecraft, the trans-orbital shuttle which had brought them to the Colony Ship Conestoga, and the trainer shuttle which she had flown only a single time during her qualification certification test.  The Conestoga felt much like walking on Earth.  It was solid and firm and big.  But now, the deck was covered in growth medium which made walking feel spongy.  The walls were streaked with water which had come from the air ventilation ducts.  ‘Why was that?’  Eris could conceive of no reason water would ever come from the air ducts, but beneath every air duct she saw, there were long streaks of sediment.  
 
    
 
   “Maybe I just have not been revived?  Perhaps this is a suspended animation time nightmare?”  Eris said, but then felt her face with her hands and knew it was reality.  
 
    
 
   “Cahook!”  Something darted across a companionway down the corridor.  It was nearly waist high, but just a blur of movement.  
 
    
 
   Eris pushed herself up against the slimy sidewall.  The dampness seeped through her thin suspended animation uniform.  Her back was wet, and her feet were a mess from walking in the fungi-filled growth medium. Her nose wrinkled at the bad smells.  Her eyes strained to see in the dim light.   
 
    
 
   “Now, am I imagining things?”  Eris said.  But then she pushed off from the wall.  “No. I have not gone insane.  I am not mentally ill, or dead, or dreaming.  This is a problem and it has a solution.  I just need to find out what has happened and make adjustments.”
 
    
 
   Eris walked on.  Her first priority now was to find appropriate clothing.  Her mind knew the deck plans well, and so she walked toward where the armory was, as it was the closest place which would have suitable gear.  As she walked, she raised her hand whenever she came upon the nine-section color control pads, and they cycled through their color sequences automatically and opened for her.  She did not even miss a stride.
 
    
 
   “Chaos is here now,” she said quietly, almost as a prayer.  Her mind completed the thoughts, ‘but both chaos and order are imposed on the universe by the human nervous system.  Neither apparent order nor disorder will prevail to an extreme degree.  What is sought is homeostasis and equilibrium.’  
 
    
 
   As had all the previous doors, the bulkhead door to the armory opened to Eris’ presence and she walked in.  “Any artificial intelligence system or synthetic brain that can hear me, respond immediately!”
 
    
 
   There was no response.
 
    
 
   “Chaos reigns here as well,” Eris commented.  
 
    
 
   Looking over the armory, she again smirked at the growth medium which was covering all the horizontal surfaces.  The ducts here too were dripping water, and in one corner duct she could tell the growth medium had been sprayed from the ductwork, as it had dented and stained the softer metal of a cabinet door.  
 
    
 
   “So all these biologicals were deliberately injected.  Interesting, but totally weird.”  
 
    
 
   Eris walked over to the cabinets and opened the first one which was labeled ‘Heavy Duty’.  A retractable closet rolled into view with shelves and a fold-down table.  Eris scanned her options and thought about each one, ‘Not a vacuum space suit.  The air smells terrible, but I have not died from breathing it yet.’  She looked to the next hanger where a set of power armor was stored.  ‘I have seen no violent threats, so far, so this is not what I need.’ Next was a spacesuit. 
 
    
 
   “I just need clothing!”  Eris cried out.  But then caught herself.  “No, not just clothing, I need an engineering suit.”  
 
    
 
   She pushed the spacesuit with its bubble helmet, the thickly armored combat suit, and the vacuum suit to the rear.  ‘Way too be bulky and heavy, but where is the personal engineering suits?’ She looked at several empty slots and compartments, but all that was in the first cabinet was unsuitable.  She shut that cabinet and stepped to the next one.  
 
    
 
   Opening that door, which was labeled, ‘Various’ she again withdrew the interior mechanism.  It folded out revealing racks, cubbies, and a small dressing table. “Yes!  Reinforced, waterproof, insulated work shoes.  These are essential!”  She placed those high-topped white shoes on the folded down table.  She then sorted through the other uniforms which were stacked or hanging.  Undershirt, underwear, socks, and some basic towels and sheets, but she did not see what she wanted.  
 
    
 
   “Where are the engineering suits?  I need to run diagnostics, assessments, and have some tools!”  She jumped up and sat down on the table.  It was the first flat surface she had found not covered by the fungi and growth medium.  She put her face in her hands and wept.  “Oh mother, and father!”
 
    
 
   Her mind raced with the dreams they had shared.  Gently she rubbed a spot on her forehead.  It was where her mother had kissing her just before she reclined in the suspended animation cocoon.  Seeing her parents standing there, smiling at her, as she slid inside felt like just moments ago.  Everything was all well-lit, so clean, nice, and ready to go.  Her father’s final words echoed in her mind.   “See you honey, on Tlalocan!”  His big goofy grin stuck to his face.  “We will have a world to build, and you are essential to that!”
 
    
 
   She could not recall what she had said, if anything in reply.  Now they were both dead, and the Conestoga was a huge mess, a wreck, and she was wearing thin, useless, medial wraps, with bare and sullied feet.
 
    
 
   “I need the proper tools.  With the proper tools, any job can be tackled!” Eris said aloud.  She grabbed a small pair of men’s underwear and wiped her feet with them.  The muck and gunk came off easily enough.  She then remained seated and looked through the piles of basic clothing.  “Start with the shoes.”  She pulled socks on and started to put on the shoes.  She then sorted through the underwear, found roughly appropriate sizes and slipped them on.  Then she placed the shoes on and made the adjustments so they fit her perfectly.  She felt better as she stepped down and closed that cabinet.
 
    
 
   The third cabinet was labeled ‘Weapons’ and she stepped past it.  The fourth had no label at all.  She opened it, and again the closet inside expanded out toward her.  “Fatigues, but at least I have my color choice.”  She pulled on some fatigue pants, and sealed the legs.  The pouches and pockets were all empty.  She then put on a shirt and sealed the arm seams.  “General duty fatigues.  Not exactly what I need, but better.  Well, I will need to find tools now.”    
 
    
 
   She shut the cabinets and then pulled open the door marked ‘Weapons’ and was a bit surprised to hear a negative function sound.  When that happened, she placed her palm against the door and said, “Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia.  Unlock.”
 
    
 
   The door snapped and slid open.  The inside was empty.  
 
    
 
   “Well that is evidence of something.  Laser rifles missing, hand energy weapons gone, even stun batons gone.  What did happen here?”  
 
    
 
   She tapped a small display screen just inside the weapons cabinet, but it only would show power readings and error messages.  She could find no logs, messages, commands, or any link to the lattice of compeers.  
 
    
 
   Eris diligently searched through the armory again, but found nothing else that would help her.  ‘No need for full hazardous material garb, I hope.  Odd that no engineering jumpsuits are here.’  That gave her pause.  She stepped back and reopened the first cabinet.  She pulled out the armored suit again.  She flipped it around and popped open a small door on its back.  “Lu-fi amalgam batteries are drained.  This has been here a long time.”  She checked the spacesuit and it too was drained of all power.  She assessed the connections inside the cabinet, and found there was only limited energy flowing into the compartment.  
 
    
 
   “So no powered suits right now.  There is enough energy to power the doors and locks, but not enough to recharge the suits.  I have seen no automacubes either.” Eris pulled at her lips, but then shut the first cabinet.  “I have to figure out what has happened here. If I had some engineering tools.  Well I suppose I will have to find them.”  
 
    
 
   Stepping out of the armory, Eris was again struck by memories of the happy crowds as they walked down that corridor toward the Suspended Animation Repository 217K.  She could almost hear the giggling of her youthful friends.  The gentle encouragement of the group’s leaders, and the constant hum of machinery.  All the dreams of the colonists were awash in the faces of the fifty people who would be sleepers here in this repository on the needle ship.  She had watched the thousands of people line up and walk into the large chambers, but she and her parents, along with the other crucial technological and engineering staff, were in that small repository.  She smiled to herself as she remembered them all, but then the horror of their deaths stuck her as hard as a fist.  She doubled over, coughed, and then vomited up some of the bile churning in her stomach.  The emesis landed across the decks which no longer looked like the Conestoga of her mind and memories.  What she saw now was some perversion, some strange and foreign derelict.  A thing of nightmares, and panic attacks.  The once bright and shining colony ship was gone, replaced by this husk of horror.  She spit, then wiped her mouth, and straightened up.  She looked away from the direction of the repository.   Nothing was back there for her, she knew that.  
 
    
 
   “I can never let that happen again.  Not to anyone.  Not ever!” Eris made a vow as she spoke and also as she prayed.  
 
    
 
   She looked and pondered.  All around her there was just the dim light, the spongy growth medium, and the ubiquitous fungal growth. 
 
    
 
   “The Command Bridge will give me the answers I need,” Eris said as she again spit the last of the vomit from her mouth.  It landed on a wall already streaked by dripping water.  “I will uncover why the ship is like this, and where the survivors are located.”
 
    
 
   Eris walked purposefully along.  While the eerie light and strange materials around her tried to camouflage the ship, she still knew where the decks lead, and what the layout of the ship was.  That had been taught to her in the many weeks of preparation and training.  As she walked, she sometimes closed her eyes for a moment, and just imagined how it had looked before.  At every doorway, she hoped the automatic doors would open up and reveal the Conestoga as she remembered it.
 
    
 
   None did.  
 
    
 
   Reaching a bank of elevators, Eris placed her palm against the spot on the wall where she knew the control mechanism was located.  A weakly glowing blue light outlined a hand shaped symbol.  Eris pressed against it again.  The blue light flickered, and then faded out.  
 
    
 
   “No power suits, and now no elevators,” Eris commented.  “Energy levels must be just above minimum safe operating points.”  She tapped on her lips a tiny bit.  “The funicular is least energy hungry.”
 
    
 
   She turned away from the bank of minimally responsive elevators, and walked along.  Again, the doors she came to opened for her as she neared them, and closed behind her.  The only exception to that was one pressure door which only half way closed.  It made a grinding and snapping noise as it tried to shut.  Eris looked back at it.  “No maintenance on that for how long?”  
 
    
 
   Eris thought and focused on the door.  She wanted to call out a command to increase the hall’s immunization, then pull out a set of tools, and disassemble the pocket track for the door.  Her mind saw all the ways it could easily be taken apart, cleaned out, and then reassembled.  She knew exactly what implements would be needed to inactivate the energy couplings, and then what wrenches would lock onto which fittings.  Each and every part, from the permalloy of the doors, to the seals, gaskets, bolts, and wiring, were recognized and categorized in her mind. Then she imagined getting assistance in fixing the jammed door.  She would call forth a physical hygiene automacube and work right next to its gleaming orange chassis.  She saw herself kneeling down and working on the door and frame while the orange automacube used its multi-jointed appendage to vacuum away all the trash, gunk, and other things which were clogging the door’s operation.  She even imagined a sleek black automacube, a major repair model, rolling up to assist her by connecting gravity nullifiers and then lifting the door back into place.  In her mind’s eye, she saw an engineering automacube, its slightly smaller, and blue, frame working with the black automacube as together they fitted the door parts into their proper alignment.
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, chaos driven out, and order restored.” Eris let out as sigh as her daydream continued.  “Maybe a four-hour job, disassembly, reassembly, and testing.  Easy repair, just time consuming.”
 
    
 
   She looked down at her hands, expecting to see the tools she was imagining.  When they were not there, she looked around.  Her mind whipped back to reality.  She was unsure how long she had stood there, just staring at the one jammed door.  A single broken mechanism, amidst the utter chaos that was now the Conestoga.  
 
    
 
   “Eris, you must go on,” she said aloud.  “Chaos will not overcome.  Engineers restore order.  We make chaos controlled.”
 
    
 
   She turned back and marched purposefully down the hallway, ignoring all the ruined things in the corridor.  She was determined to reach the funicular and take that to the Command Bridge.    
 
    
 
   Turning briskly left following the path in her mind, after a bulkhead door opened, Eris heard surprised screaming.  She looked down the corridor, and there were two people fleeing away.  The other direction was clear.
 
    
 
   “A wizard!”  The closest one yelled, looking back over his shoulder.  
 
    
 
   “She opened a magic doorway!” The other one cried while running.
 
    
 
   They only got a few meters away when they had to stop near a closed bulkhead door.  Eris immediately thought the door must be broken.  
 
    
 
   Eris stepped forward, and the door behind her hissed shut.  She started to speak, but then saw the people’s dress.  They were wearing some kind of brown clothing, perhaps leather, which had been poorly finished, but Eris was not quite sure.  It was rough and inconsistent in color and texture.  It was draped across one shoulder and worn like a dress or loose covering.  Both had shaggy, unkempt hair, and were caked in the growth medium from the floor.  Neither had shoes.  
 
    
 
   “I am Junior Engineer….”  Eris began, but the people turned and ran to the end of the side corridor.  The pressure door there did not open for them either.  None of the doors in that side corridor were activating, and it was a boxed dead end.  Eris’s mind was tracing the energy channels trying to figure out what would cause that type of multiple door failure.  Eris glanced the other direction, and the corridor extended far into the distance past where she had entered.  
 
    
 
   Standing there she turned back to the people and said, “Eris is my name.”
 
    
 
   “Do not hurt us!  See a wizard, run away.  Live to see another day,” one of the people stated, and squatted down.  He turned his back toward Eris.
 
    
 
   The other fell to the floor and quivered.   
 
    
 
   Eris saw that the compartment doors, which lined the side corridor, like the bulkhead door and the pressure door, had not opened for those raggedly dressed and strangely speaking people.  Even with the man squatting right next to the pressure door, it did not open.  Looking down near her, Eris saw two knifes, and a corpse of an animal.  The animal had a barrel-shaped body with short head.  In the dim light its reddish-brown fur looked dark, especially where the blood had poured from its sliced neck.   Roughly a meter long, and weighing about forty kilograms, she knew what it was.  Eris was not a biology specialist, but did recognize a capybara.  She looked from the dead animal to the people.  
 
    
 
   “Please great wizard, take our cavy!  We will hunt another, or stick with eating the chickens and eggs.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, consider it an appeasement to you.  We are of the Chicken People and consider it our honor to give a meat sacrifice to you.  Only please spare our worthless and miserable lives,” the other, a male of indeterminate age, apologized and fell to his face in the fungal growth.  “We repent of our wrongdoing.  We have seen the error of crossing out of our ordained place in life.  We will report to Dick and Fedders that we have made atonement.  We will eat another time.  Oh please, let us hunt elsewhere, please?”
 
    
 
   Both the man and woman were prostrate on their faces, barely looking up.  The man was visibly shaking in fear.
 
    
 
   Eris considered what they were saying.  Their speech was somewhat accented, but understandable.  However, their attitudes and the implications of their words troubled Eris greatly.  
 
    
 
   “This is your meal?”  Eris said as she walked closer.  
 
    
 
   The pressure door reacted to Eris presence as she neared it.  It smoothly slid open, revealing another dimly lit corridor with fungal growth on the decks.  
 
    
 
   “The wizard shows mercy!”  the man cried out and springing up he darted down the newly exposed hall.  “Every thanks to you, kind wizard.  Show thanks in every way, get more mercy that way.  Every thanks!”
 
    
 
   The woman looked up and her large, dark brown, eyes were inquiring as well as laced with a touch of curiosity.  “The cavy is yours, but may I please take my knife?  If you desire that, I fully understand.  You may keep everything of mine.  I own nothing, in your sight.  Forgive me if I am impetuous, but I do not know how to hunt without my knife.”  
 
    
 
   Eris glanced back over her shoulder at the dead animal and the two knifes.  She then looked back to the woman who was still bowing down in the muck of the floor.  “Please get up, and just answer a question or two.”
 
    
 
   “A wizard tests me?”  The woman trembled a bit, but did stand up.  She was somewhere in middle age, although through the dirt and filth it was very hard for Eris to tell much beyond that.  
 
    
 
   “Not a test as much as just an inquiry. Will you answer some questions?”
 
    
 
   “Answer true, it is best for you,” the woman replied ritualistically.
 
    
 
   “What has happened here?”  Eris spread her hands out to the sides.  
 
    
 
   “What has happened?”  The woman smiled a bit and revealed some broken teeth.  “A great wizard has shown mercy to a pair of worthless Chicken People, all for the sake of a single cavy.  You are gracious and merciful., oh kind wizard.”
 
    
 
   Eris huffed a bit, but then drew in a deep breath.  “I am Eris, and I want to know what happened to our ship, but start by telling me your name and occupation.”
 
    
 
   “I am Peggy, of the Chicken People,” the woman replied.
 
    
 
   “Chicken People?”  Eris asked, but then went on, “What has happened with all these plants in the corridors and decks?”
 
    
 
   “Mushrooms grow, they are food you know,” Peggy replied in a singsong manner.  
 
    
 
   “And animals?  Animals should be in the habitats, not roaming the mechanical aspects of the ship.”  Eris was irritated by the rhyming of the answers, as well as the now adoring looking Peggy was giving her.  “Are there animals all over the ship?”
 
    
 
   “Goats, rats, chickens, and cavies too, all are meat for me and you.”  Peggy grinned.  “I have learned the lessons.  Dick and Fedders are our leaders….well expect for you, oh great and kind wizard.”
 
    
 
   “I am a Junior Engineer, not some mythological wizard,” Eris snapped.  “But you are saying the decks have all this vegetation, and various animals wandering all over.  What else is in the corridors and decks?”
 
    
 
   “A great and merciful, kind and benevolent, wizard of the fabulous order, Junior Engineer!  That is who is in the corridors on this remarkable day!  I am so thankful to have met a wizard whose spirit has sympathy for worthless hunters such as me.”  Peggy knelt down and bowed her head.    
 
    
 
   “Oh, get up,” Eris said.  “Groveling is disgusting.”
 
    
 
   “Absolutely, oh kindest one,” Peggy said and stood up straight.  
 
    
 
   “So there are some people, you call them Chicken People, and all this gunk, foliage, and wild animals…”  Eris paused.  Her mind was trying to make order out of the chaos she was learning.  She stepped to the side of the corridor as she thought.  Automatically the compartment door in the wall opened.  Beyond it was dark.
 
    
 
   “Monsters lurk in dark and gloom, do not open every room.”  Fear now edged in on Peggy’s words.  “But of course, you know best, kind wizard.”
 
    
 
   Eris reached the side of the door and pressed the spot which would manually shut the compartment door.  A foul stench had come from it, and she had no desire to inspect a crew’s living quarters.  
 
    
 
   “So does water seep from every air duct?”  Eris asked.  “Is there any place on the needle ship that has not been corrupted by the gunk and water?”
 
    
 
   “Down off the walls, the water flows.  It gives life to all that grows.”  Peggy smiled as she recited.  She was much calmer when doing her rhyming.  
 
    
 
   Eris stepped over, and Peggy shuddered, but did not move away.  “I appreciate your help, but please try not to answer in rhyme.  Is there any location on the Conestoga where this, foliage, this biological graft, is not present?”
 
    
 
   Peggy looked back at her.  “No.  I do not think so.  The world is like this.  The Burning Netherworld, the Graveyard of Dead Minds, the Floating Wastes, the Land of Bad Air, all those have the plants, water, and animals.”  Peggy could see the disappointment on Eris face.  She dropped to her knees.  “I do not mean to offend or anger the great wizard.  I just try to be honest, answer true, is best for you.  Please forgive me!”
 
    
 
   Gently, Eris reached out and lifted Peggy’s fallen chin.  When they made eye contact, Eris said, “Please just stand up.  I will not hurt you.”
 
    
 
   “You are so gracious.  Show thanks in every way, get more mercy that way.”  Peggy looked down at the knives and the body of the cavy.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, take your animal, and your utensils,” Eris said.  “Tell your companion he should have stayed here and spoken to me.”
 
    
 
   “You will not curse him from afar will you?  Lovac, he gets fearful of spirit-ghosts, monsters, and wizards.  Yet he is a good husband, father, and friend to me.  I need him, so if you can forgive his worthless self, it would be most appreciated.  Please spare his life.”  This time Peggy looked right at Eris.  “Please show mercy.”
 
    
 
   “I will not do anything to hurt your friend, you say his name is Lovac?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, my husband Lovac.  Thank you,” Peggy replied.  “May I leave?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Peggy stepped over and picked up the knives, putting them into the slot on her leather belt, and then hoisting up the carcass of the cavy.  Peggy was stronger than Eris had estimated.  As she walked away, Peggy turned her head back and stated, “You ask about other places, and I know not of any without mushrooms, water, and food, but I only know of the Chicken People’s world.  Perhaps the Fruit People, or even those Goat People would know of some other places?  Their worlds are unknown to me, but I am sure a great and kind wizard like you, a member of Junior Engineers, already knows of those other peoples.”  She then hustled away into the dimness of the corridors.  
 
    
 
   “Now that was very strange,” Eris said to herself.  “I must make sense of this chaos.  The whole ship cannot be like this.”
 
    
 
   Eris walked back and headed toward where the funicular access door was located.  She imagined the hallway as looking clean, smelling normal, and properly illuminated.  She tried to block out the sounds of dripping water, and the pesky buzzing of insects.  Even trying to distract and occupy her mind, she could not rid herself of mentally analyzing the conversation she had with the hunter Peggy.  Eris tried different solutions to the Peggy enigma, but all were unsatisfactory.  Peggy was not just a wanderer from one of the habitats.  She was not a crewmember who had gone insane.  Nor was Peggy some masquerade or trick.
 
    
 
   “Well, I will get real answers when I reach the Command Bridge,” Eris said as she stopped next to a wall where the label ESRC was barely showing through the water stains.  
 
    
 
   Placing her hand against the wall, Eris watched as a blue light lit up beneath her hand.  It spread along a straight line in the wall, outlining the lettering.  Then there was a snap, a screech of metal, and the door to the Emergency Supply Resources Cabinet opened up.  
 
    
 
   “Finally, some real tools,” Eris said with a grin as she surveyed the interior of the ESRC.  She had feared that it too would have been ruined or ransacked by some devolved human, for that was how she was thinking of Peggy and Lovac, the only living people she had seen on the Conestoga.    
 
    
 
   “A series 17 ESRC, very good!”  Eris stated.
 
    
 
   Lights lit up and shined out from the interior.  Eris shifted the emergency medical appendage away and locked it into a side cubby.  She was thankful she was not injured, or in need of that surgical treatment device’s limited abilities.  She briefly wondered if the hospitals and clinics were in any better condition than the repository and noted she had not seen any medical automacubes anywhere. All three shelves inside the ESRC were holding the standardly dispensed equipment.  The lowest shelf was half taken up by the red firefighting hose.  Eris waved her hand over that, and a small scroll of letters appeared in the permalloy, ‘Fire Retardant Full Charge’ blinked in yellow.  She pulled her hand away and released the clasps for the vibration saw next to that.  The saw was fully charged as well.  Eris opened the storage compartment beneath the saw, and removed the folded duty belt.  It was a basic model, black with yellow edges, loops, pockets, and pouches for basic tools.  She strapped it around her thin waist, and cinched it up.  She locked the vibration saw, with its different blades, into the belt’s holder, and then added the tools which were stored in various other compartments around the shelves.  She took inventory of her newly acquired supplies: she had two lufi amalgam batteries, an adjustable multi-tool, bonding gel, a small lantern, impact hammer, and a miniature testing kit for evaluating energy loads.  She examined each individual tool, and they were all in good working order, although a bit dusty.
 
    
 
   ‘I have no pouch big enough to carry the first aid kit, and I want to keep my hands free, Eris thought as she moved the green box off the center shelf, and placed it into the same compartment as the surgical arm.  
 
    
 
   Seeing the cartons of suspended animation ‘Emergency Rations’ on the top shelf brought a wave of sickness to Eris.  The same basic technology which preserved the foods in front of her, should have protected her parents and all the other people in the repository.  Eris was about to slam shut the ESRC, when she realized she could not just respond out of fear and emotional pain.  ‘I cannot let chaos rule’ she repeated in her mind.  
 
    
 
   Instead of slamming the door, Eris set the stored food containers down on the floor.  She kicked some of the fungal growth away to clear a spot, even though the food containers were intact and their contents could not be soiled by the growth medium, water, or the mushrooms.  Returning to the now somewhat emptied ESRC, she folded up the shelves, and slid them into hidden recesses.  That allowed her to open the back of the cabinet.  Doing that revealed a backup control panel which was in perfect condition.  
 
    
 
   “Finally, some working equipment,” Eris said as she glanced over the controls.  It was fully powered and on the top display was stenciled, ‘Level B Command Console: Authorized Users Only.’   There were three small display screens, a series of buttons, keypads, a nine-section color box, physical levers, and a yellow control knob.  She placed her palm against the uppermost screen where she knew the interface was located.
 
    
 
   ‘Limited access’ flashed on that screen.
 
    
 
   Eris keyed in some command override codes.  The screen blinked and flashed another message, ‘Unable to find lattice.  Contact Machine Maintenance.’
 
    
 
   Eris pulled at her lip and considered.  She then entered the code for the ‘Captain Level Disaster Alert’ and pressed her palm against the screen.  There was a swirling of colors on the screen and then it flashed in bold letters, ‘CAPTAIN LEVEL DISASTER ALERT IN PROGRESS’ in brilliant red.  
 
    
 
   “Well, that says something,” Eris stated out loud. She keyed in another sequence.  
 
    
 
    ‘Log unavailable.’ 
 
    
 
   Tapping another series of commands, Eris again pressed her palm to the display.  
 
    
 
   ‘User recognized.  Unable to process command.’
 
    
 
   She tried several other approaches into the nonphysicality, or the system matrix, or the general ship dynamics, but each time she received the same response, ‘User recognized.  Unable to process command.’
 
    
 
   “I have to reconnoiter the area,” Eris said with irritation.  “I finally find a functional console, and I still make little progress.”  She offered up a prayer for help.
 
    
 
   Eris shut down that display and opened a smaller one.  She knew this one did not connect to the Conestoga’s lattice of compeers, which from all she could ascertain was somehow disconnected in multiple places somewhere, which inhibited the console’s ability to interact in the nonphysicality.  However, she thought that this local system should allow her to open up the surveillance systems so she could hear and see audio and visual signals from the apertures within the local knowledge node.  
 
    
 
   The screen responded with a list of fifteen nearby locations.  All but two were flashing a pale red which Eris knew meant they were not functional.  She opened the first of the functional surveillance apertures, and all it showed was a hallway much like where Eris stood.  Dripping water on the walls, fungal growth on the deck, and dim lighting.  As she watched, two white and brown spotted goats frolicked past the camera’s view.  
 
    
 
   “Wild animal unrestrained?  Not in the habitats? Just wandering around?  Again?”  Eris shifted to the next surveillance aperture.   
 
    
 
   The view was canted sideways, but showed a different scene than she had observed before.  This time it was a large dining area, she checked the display and it showed ‘Eatery 98’ as the location.  Long burn marks were scorched across the far wall.  Tables were melted, and the whole place was a wreck.  There were no wild animals, nor much growth medium on the decks or other surfaces.  She adjusted the view and increased the magnification.  The camera would not swivel, and she understood it must be bent from its housing.  The ducts of the room were still covered by shut grilles.  The door to Eatery 98 was welded shut in a crude and harsh way.  Nothing else was visible.  
 
    
 
   “I still need to get to the Command Bridge,” Eris declared.  She palmed the next display and it opened.  This was a general transport coupling, and while it was energized, there was already an error message regarding the ship-wide transport vehicle tube system.  
 
    
 
   “The main tube transports are down, but they are heavy energy users anyway,” she muttered.  So she tapped in a code for the funicular car and received a positive response.  She let out a long sigh.  She had not realized she was holding her breath in anxiety over all the failures and negative functions she had encountered. She really had wondered if the funicular car system would be working.  She knew it was a long walk to the Command Bridge, especially with the elevators being out of service.  So the funicular was important.  Keying in a final code, she got another positive response, and the display registered that the funicular car would arrive in three minutes.  
 
    
 
   Eris closed up the ESRC, stuffed as many of the food cartons into her duty belt and pockets as would fit, and left the rest on the floor.  She started to walk away, and then reconsidered.  Turning back around, she opened the ESRC and picked up the remaining food cartons, their tiny suspended animation systems still working well, and stacked them back into the ESRC.
 
    
 
   The access door for the funicular car was only a short distance away.  By the time Eris had reached that location, the car had arrived.  The door was surrounded by green light which flashed as she approached.  
 
    
 
   A recorded safety alert sounded as Eris touched the nine section color control pad’s center box.  The colors cycled in tune with the audio message.  “Warning.  Gravity manipulation changes beyond this point.  Warning. Gravity manipulation changes beyond this point.” 
 
    
 
   The door slid open, and Eris proceeded into the small cubicle.  It was about two meters long and a meter wide.  Its width was due to the double set of doors which comprised its composition.  At the end, she could see the lights which illuminating the interior of the funicular car she had summoned.  She stepped into it, but the car was not in a position to travel yet, and so she waited for a moment.  The size of this funicular car was three meters by two meters by two meters.  It was a smaller one than some, but she had not designated a specific car to come, but had just summoned the nearest one that responded.  The interior was better lit than the dim hallways.  
 
    
 
   Eris was not at all surprised by the vista which opened around her as the permalloy shell of the car blanched into transparency.  It felt like she was standing on a ledge of a huge building, looking out into the blackness of space.  For the ceiling and three of the walls around had become transparent.  As her eyes adjusted, she could make out the scattering of stars against that black blanket of sky, and none of those star patterns looked familiar.  So she studied their placement in the sky as she waited for the car to continue its operation.
 
    
 
   Its functioning was more sluggish than she had expected, and she feared it too was failing.  Then the door behind her slid shut and she felt a slight tremor as the whole cubicle shifted.  The floor beneath her moved outward toward the stars, yet she knew there was only about two meters until the clear permalloy would be felt.  The wall behind her, which was the last side of the car, was moving away from the hull of the Conestoga and tipping into place.  It then dawned on her that here inside the small funicular car, there was no growth medium, no fungi, and not any dripping water.  It felt more natural and normal to her, an oddity since she had awakened.
 
    
 
   As the car tipped into place, the exterior view changed from feeling like standing on the ledge of a building, to feeling like she was standing on a vast plain, surrounded by a clear rectangular box.  Only the floor of the car was still opaque permalloy.  The hull of the needle ship no longer looked like a vertical wall, but instead her perspective now saw it as a horizontal landscape of sorts.  The irregular and rugged mechanical apparatus on the exterior hull were very familiar to Eris and her engineer’s mind did a reconnaissance of what was visible.  Gravity’s draw on her body remained constant as the car tipped onto the track where its mechanisms locked into place.  
 
    
 
   Darting her eyes in what was now upward, Eris said, “Where is the Seven of Six?”  She looked from star to star seeking the pattern she had memorized from the projections which were in her training sessions.  “Perhaps the constellation is blocked by the needle ship,” she murmured as her mind raced with trepidation.  She recalled the small image of the green planet and red sun she had seen on a monitor, but could not accept that without confirmation.  “Yet none of these star patterns look like the views I should be seeing from Tlalocan.  Oh, mother, if you were here, you could confirm my observations.  All I see is unknown chaos, not the ordered constellations you and the others of the astronomy team taught us about.”
 
    
 
   Thinking of her parent’s death, she offered up a prayer for their eternal fate, and added an entreaty for her to get worldly assistance here, no matter what world the needle ship was orbiting.  “Astrophysics could tell me my exact location, but it does not look right. I clearly recall what we were supposed to see from Tlalocan, and this sky is not it.”
 
    
 
   Eris remembered those classes and especially the constellation called Seven of Six.  That was comprised of the brightest six stars in the night’s sky from Tlalocan.  They made the number 7 in the sky.   Swallowing hard, Eris thought again about the view she had seen on the display in the repository.  That strangely green planet was not at all what Tlalocan was conjectured to look like.  Added to that, these star patterns did not align with any of the views she had been taught to look for on Tlalocan.    
 
    
 
   The engineer in her shoved aside the astronomy concerns, but could not completely suppress them.  She then looked over and saw that the control board had raised up from the deck as the car locked into place.  She had not noticed it, and chided herself for wasting time gazing at the stars, when she should have ordered the car to proceed to the Command Bridge.  She pressed her palm onto the control board, and blue light lit it up.  A bank of buttons rose, and she keyed in the sequence for the Command Bridge.  
 
    
 
   A negative function sound came.  
 
    
 
   “Any artificial intelligence system or synthetic brain, respond immediately!”  Eris called out.  She looked out at the vast hull of the needle ship, and noted how there were no habitats anywhere in sight.  Just the long empty wilderness of the needle ship’s permalloy structures.  She could just make out a constituent joint where a habitat had once been connected.  The end of that enormous joint was empty and as blank as the response she was getting from the Conestoga’s lattice of compeers.  “Please respond!”
 
    
 
   Eris tried the sequence for the Command Bridge twice more, but each time the negative function sound came on.  She then entered an alternative destination code, that of the Central Memory Core Gallery.  This time she heard a different tone.  It was the now only slightly reassuring tone of an accepted command.  
 
    
 
   The tracked mechanism of the funicular car engaged and began moving the vehicle along the hull following the track it was locked onto.  Eris rode inside that clear permalloy car as it proceeded among the maze of house-size protrusions, storage tanks, antenna arrays, as well as the myriad of oversized pipes, tubes, boxes, and miscellaneous objects.  All she saw she fully recognized and understood but it all seemed so lonely.  Her engineer training was battling against the growing fear she felt.  She prayed again for help and a clear mind.  The tracks led around and between the mechanical landscape, and the visibility ahead was limited only by the denseness of the structures of the hull.  She could see the track ahead of her, and saw that it looked free from any damage, although the patterns of lights and signals on the exterior were evidence of multiple problems.  There were vast damaged areas.  Several structural failures where atmosphere had explosively vented, and other places with power failures from unknown origins.    
 
    
 
   “With the Captain Level Disaster Alert in place, the Command Bridge is just locked down,” Eris said and grasped her arms with her hands in a self-hug. “The Central Memory Core is right next to the bridge, and from there I can directly access the ship’s AIs and SBs and finally find out what is happening here.  Then I will just connect with the crew from there and they will explain all this insanity.”
 
    
 
   The funicular car continued its crawl along the track, and made its way past another set of constituent joints.  Here was where Habitat Eta had been connected, but some of the pipework that had once neatly spliced into that biological habitat was shattered and broken, floating in space, only connected by fragmented sections of tubes and remnants of shattered pipes.  
 
    
 
   Looking up, Eris saw that the car had moved to another side of the needle ship, and much closer to where the Command Bridge and the associated features near to that were located.  The stars above her still looked foreign, alien, and strange.  Nowhere to be see was Seven of Six, or any other constellation she expected.  
 
    
 
   “Oh dear, what has happened?” Her jaw fell open as the car passed through between some structures, and the Captain’s Hanger Bay doors were visible for a bit.  There was a long arroyo where some shuttle had crashed and left a line of damages marring the exterior doors of the hanger bay.  The remains of the Class 9 Shuttle were wedged into the permalloy in various places.  “That was a severe impact.”
 
    
 
   She did not comment much more, because the car carried her beyond where she could see those large hanger bay doors.  A while later, the funicular car stopped.  Eris recognized the destination, and was pleased to see operative lights and other indications of power in the hull.  The clear permalloy of the one side of the vehicle darkened and became opaque.  The car unlocked from the track, and slowly tipped itself to the side.  Eris saw the landscape outside slowly shift from horizontal to vertical as the car settled down next to the hull.  Yet to her, the pull of gravity manipulation felt unchanged.  She now again felt like she was standing on the side of a very large building.  The walls around her then all became opaque and lights came on surrounding the door in the side of the vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “Well, there has been some major disaster, but now I will just connect to the primary artificial intelligences, and then link to the crew,” Eris pulled at her lip again, and offered another silent prayer.  Nothing felt right, and the damages she had totaled up in her mind were extensive.  
 
    
 
   The light shined around the perimeter of the door, and it slid back into its pocket.  A stairway was revealed, and Eris stepped out of the funicular car and through the hull of the Conestoga.  Taking two steps down she stopped before the next door, a bulkhead door, which was labeled with an inscription: ‘Central Memory Core Gallery: Machines are our greatest allies, and thinking machines our most loyal friends.’ 
 
    
 
   “Indeed, on this trek through the heavens, machines are some of our greatest allies, and thinking machines our most loyal friends.”  Eris smiled as she added a final phrase in her mind, ‘Aside from God and my parents.’ She always added that since she was a small child.  A few tears ran down her face as she was struck again by her parent’s death.  The image of those failed suspended animation cocoons flashed across her mind.  “I must warn the crew about that to save the other repositories.”   
 
    
 
   She stepped ahead, and the bulkhead door remained closed.  She nearly bumped into it as she fully expected it to discern her engineer implant and automatically open.  It did not.  
 
    
 
   “It is just locked down for the disaster,” Eris said in a shaky voice.  She looked at the nine-section color control pad.  She entered a security combination sequence, and was thrilled that the door opened.  
 
    
 
   Stepping into the Central Memory Core Gallery, she gazed about in dismay.  She dropped to her knees.   “My parents are dead, and now this?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   4 dispatch of the automacubes
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome awoke as Sandie the AI called to him.  “The automacube S-1DT has now arrived from Habitat Alpha.  TA-242 has been sent back to Alpha to be ready for transport of the next items when completed.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?”  Jerome asked as he rolled over and reached for her.   She was not in the bed they shared.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry is in the Goat Room,” Sandie informed him.  “I apologize that it took seven hours, after the automacube was assembled, for a window of opportunity to open up for the teleportation.  Two of the patrolmen in Alpha Habitat became amorous and they chose the Reproduction and Fabrication center for their tryst.”
 
    
 
   “They did not find the teleporter did they?”  Jerome asked.  “Ironic they would be drawn to a place like that.  That facility does not meet my ideals for a romantic setting, but what is love?  A rose by any other name would still smell sweet.”
 
    
 
   “No they did not discover the teleporter.  That man and woman were rather more motivated by sexual lust and unbridled erotic passion than by romantic endeavors,” Sandie replied.  “Additionally they did engage in a long period of use of that intoxicant lek, after their sensual needs were spent.  Carnal cravings followed by drug induced apathy were much more the cause of the delay than romantic ruminations.”
 
    
 
   “Interesting that an artificial intelligence system has such profound feelings about fleshly activities,” Jerome teased.  “Art thou a jealous lass, Sandie?”  
 
    
 
   The AI replied, “Is whispering nothing? Is leaning cheek to cheek? Is meeting noses? Kissing with inside lip? Is stopping the career?  Of laughing with a sigh? Of…”
 
    
 
   Jerome chortled, “Oh yes, skulking in corners and wishing clocks to more swift, passing the hours, minutes, noon, and midnight?  I suppose Reproduction and Fabrication in Alpha may be a sulking corner.”
 
    
 
   “Or they may have been taking the designation, ‘reproduction’ in a far too literal and physical sense,” Sandie answered.  “Finally they did depart and I was able to have S-1DT come through the teleporter.”
 
    
 
   Jerome dressed and joined Cammarry where she stood by the teleporter system.  
 
    
 
   The large room, which they still called the Goat Room, had the three teleporter systems set up.  The large receiving pad, which they had built for the people from Dome 17 to use was central, with the teleporter for Beta on one side, and the teleporter for Alpha, which was now active, on the other.  The smaller receiving pad was glowing with the open orifice.  Jerome could see the shadowy outlines of the cramped apartment just outside of Reproduction and Fabrication as he looked though that teleporter’s tunnel through space.
 
    
 
   “Hello Jerome,” Cammarry said as she squatted next to the bright and gleaming red automacube.  She was inspecting the machine. She had a small panel on the back of the six wheeled boxy machine open.   Its manipulation arm was folded down flat to its top, the weapon’s muzzles on its front were dull black, while its six drive wheels were a very deep gray color.  Cammarry held a tool, a multiuse distal probe, in her hand as she swept its beam of light across the interior circuits.  On the deck next to her was a small display showing a three dimensional and magnified representation of the automacube’s interior mechanisms, circuits, and controls.  The multiuse distal probe was sending the magnifications to the image display.     
 
    
 
   “Is there some problem?”  Jerome asked.   
 
    
 
   “None at all,” Cammarry replied.  “I see nothing at all out of the specifications, and my check was just for my own satisfaction anyway.  Sandie assured me the quality of the production was without a doubt, but…”
 
    
 
   “You wondered if a Shadow implant device was in there, right?”  Jerome placed his hand on Cammarry’s shoulder.  “With real and legitimate concern.  You are absolutely correct and justified in checking.  Right Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” Sandie answered.  “I have instructed the synthetic brain on the construction, but have no qualms at all about further inspections, especially in light of how difficult that Shadow device was to detect.  I have found no evidence of what it was in any of the Conestoga’s databases or catalogues, but we know it was real, and it was a threat.”
 
    
 
   “Well, I did this for my own peace of mind anyway.  Sandie, I see the enhanced communication gear is several generations better that the original designs.  So this automacube,” she shut the rear panel and stood up, “will remain in constant linkage to you?”
 
    
 
   “Essentially yes.  I cannot be absolutely certain of no interruptions.  We do have mysteries about the Conestoga we do not understand.  In addition to the Shadow device, there is still the puzzle of our failed data sticks, and the large questions which surround the Cosmic Crinkle, and this planet Zalia.  Nonetheless, I conjecture a high rate of success for S-1DT in its mission.”
 
    
 
   “How long until it can be dispatched to Beta?  We want Khin and Vesna to get their security as soon as reasonable.”  Cammarry had numerous concerns about what was happening in the asylum where she had been a prisoner.  She did not trust the synthetic brain, SB Cotard, even though it was still overseeing the residents and patients there.  
 
    
 
   The Alpha teleporter’s orifice winked out without a sound.  There was a slight smell of residue, sort of mix of bitter and pungent, which always came when the Alpha Teleporter shut down.  Jerome had asked Sandie, but her explanation involved multiple mathematics calculations, rotation variables on the planet, gravity manipulation generation fields, and the Coriolis force vectors.  Basically Sandie assured him it was not a malfunction, and offered to make a simulation of Master Engineer Brink to fully explain the occurrence, but Jerome declined.  
 
    
 
   “The Beta teleporter is ready at the present moment, and the receiving pad area is clear of potential threats or any habitat personnel,” Sandie announced.  
 
    
 
   “Any estimate on travel time from that antechamber off hanger bay Dardanella 135 to the Special Care Unit?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Only very rough approximations, which will not be accurate,” Sandie replied.  “Without knowing the terrain along the edges of the sea and what might be potential obstacles, I cannot make any kind of accurate conjectures.  The automacube S-1DT will make reconnaissance reports along the way, as well as being monitored by me.  The trip itself will be a very valuable information gathering expedition.”
 
    
 
   “Assuming it is able to get out of the corridors, and through the ruins of that town of Quady without the people attacking it,” Cammarry looked at it closely.  “It does look very much like a typical red automacube from the Conestoga, so I hope it blends in well enough to avoid problems.”
 
    
 
   “And avoid those gravity sink holes!”  Jerome emphasized.  
 
    
 
   “None of those phenomena have been observed from the limited assets we have in Beta,” Sandie replied.  “Yes, I used the designs from the Conestoga as much as possible in modeling the exterior look of our version of the automacube.  Shall I send it though now?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Cammarry stated and affectionately tapped the red automacube on its top.
 
    
 
   “In Alpha, those red automacubes tried to kill us.”  Jerome crossed his arms across his chest as he watched the machine roll over to the sending pad component of the Beta teleporter.  “In Beta I had to destroy some, so it is good to now have them on our side.”  It rolled onto the pad, and stopped.   
 
    
 
   The jumbo fusion boxes on the corners of the smaller teleporter hummed a bit as its system was engaged.  A shimmering of energy began on the flat grid pad. On the opposite side from where S-1DT was parked.  Two bright balls of energy popped noisily into existence and hovered above that end.  
 
    
 
   “All aspects of the teleporter are functioning well within operation parameters,” Sandie reported.  
 
    
 
   The glowing energy balls moved together and united.  They then expanded as the orifice was created.  It was just a tiny ring for a moment, but looking down that ring was like peering into a long pipe.  At the end was the receiving pad in the antechamber.  The ring quickly expanded and then again it snapped with a loud crack.  A rectangular upright passage was created.  All around it glowed a brilliant white line of energy.  
 
    
 
   “It is nice to do this without someone shooting at us, or an urgent need to escape.  Finally, we are getting where we can do our own exploration in a controlled and calculated manner,” Cammarry said with a smile.  “I still wish we had connected to Dome 17 and gotten our people to come to us.”
 
    
 
   “You know I feel that way sometimes too,” Jerome said somberly.  “But I would not wish them to be here on the Conestoga at all.”  
 
    
 
   “I know that is right,” Cammarry agreed.  “I know we have talked of this before, but I did not realize how much I would miss Dome 17 and especially the people there. This base we have built is beginning to feel like a safe home, at least it is more routine now.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed.  Maybe a dull and regular life for us now, right?  Some have said their minds rebel at stagnation. They want constant problems, and puzzles, and mysteries.  They call for ever increasing mental stimulation to work on some obscure and abstruse cryptograms, or the most intricate problems needing solving.  That is the milieu they constantly crave, yet not I.  I can use some normal calmness.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, those old writers you quote never visited the Conestoga, or explored the dead domes on Earth.  You have done both.  You have far exceeded any of the people you quote and recite!” Cammarry laughed.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, only a fool will abhor the dull routine of existence.  You and I have been adventurers since we were fifteen and began training for it,” Jerome said.  “Sure the job suits me well, and you are excellent at it, but after traipsing across Beta, alone for much of it, lost and without technology, it feels very nice to have a home base from which to operate.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed.”  Cammarry smiled at him.
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI announced, “Synchronization complete.  Orifice stable.  S-1DT proceeding to teleport.”
 
    
 
   The red automacube rolled up and into the orifice.  From Cammarry’s perspective, for a moment, it looked like it was sticking out the end of the orifice in Beta, and yet still partially on the needle ship.  That strange moment was very brief.  Then it was through.  
 
    
 
   “Communication confirmed and secured.  Teleportation successful.  The S-1DT has linked to the shuttle NS-99 in the hanger bay as a redundant communication network,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   The orifice winked out.  There never was a smell when sending things to Beta, but there was when sending or receiving things from Alpha.  Jerome again wondered about that.  
 
    
 
   “Give us regular status reports on that automacube,” Cammarry commanded.  “We must learn as much as possible, for when we go back to help those people.”  
 
    
 
   “Absolutely,” Sandie replied.  “As it travels we will compile a much greater understanding of Beta.”
 
    
 
   “That is why I am enjoying the calm now,” Jerome said.  “I know we must go back into that fray.  Those gravity sink holes are an ominous threat, and that whole habitat might be in serious danger.  I still wonder about those alien Crocks as well.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped over and hugged him.  “Slave traders in Alpha, and gravity sink holes in Beta, all on a world with enigmatic alien life forms.”
 
    
 
   “We are the real aliens here,” Jerome said as he hugged her back.  “This is their world, and we are the space invaders.  They did warn us to leave.”
 
    
 
   “That one wrote out, ‘You leave now’ and I am puzzled by how it knows our language,” Cammarry said.  “But will that strain the routine you just mentioned and urge you to, how did you put it, ‘ever increasing mental stimulation on obscure cyphers, or intricate problems’?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I said something like that.”  Jerome grinned.  “I know we still face many problems.  Sandie, the next automacube will be ready at what time?”
 
    
 
   “The fabrication of the automacube designated T-1DT and its assorted supplies is proceeding well.  I will teleport it here to the needle ship when an available safe opportunity arises.  From here it can be dispatched to Beta so it can progress on to the Listening Ear.  I am planning on having it take the opposite route around the sea from the journey of S-1DT, so as to make a fuller and better reconnaissance of Beta Habitat.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, will those machines be able to tolerate or endure a gravity sink hole?”  Jerome asked.  “I have seen large animals have their legs broken, and even a human gets crushed down by one.”
 
    
 
   “But Jerome, you also said a small flying animal, a bird, was not killed when it entered one of those gravity sink holes,” Cammarry interjected before the AI could respond.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, they must be variable,” Jerome replied, “which in a way answers my question.”
 
    
 
   Sandie added, “Jerome, your question is based on a valid concern.  These phenomena are not at all understood.  I have added as many detection devices, monitors, and information gathering systems to these automacubes for the express purpose of assessment and evaluation of those gravity sink holes.  I cannot guarantee the machines will be undamaged should they encounter one, but they will report to us a plethora of data about those areas.  That will greatly aid in our understanding of them.”
 
    
 
   “We must find a way to stop them, and I believe the Crock beings on Zalia are somehow responsible.  Call it a belief or intuition, but I think there is a connection,” Jerome said.  “Put logic aside for a moment, and my instincts tell me so.  There is no logical way to the discovery of how those gravity sink holes work. There is only the way of intuition, which is helped by a feeling for the order lying behind the outward appearance.”
 
    
 
   “In our database there are fourteen different people who have statements attributed to them saying very similar things.  Basically that intuition is a deferment of logic due to impatience, or exasperation,” Sandie replied.  “Right now we are taking logical, methodical, and reasoned steps to assess what has happened in Beta.  That is our best course of action.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed.  I am just deeply concerned,” Jerome replied.
 
    
 
   “Jerome, are you thinking of those missing children?  Or the Ferryman?  Or the anarchy which runs rampant in Beta?”  Cammarry squeezed his arm.  “When we learn more, we will be able to plan our next actions.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know.  Actions without planning are a surefire plan for failure,” Jerome responded.  “I want a stable, normal, and safe place, but I keep wondering how that can be achieved.” 
 
    
 
   “Beta is not safe, that is a certainty,” Cammarry stated.  “And we have visited Alpha.  Has that habitat changed much?  Still open rebellion and civil war?”
 
    
 
   Sandie stoically made a report.  “We have the small reconstituted lattice of Conestoga’s synthetic brains doing reconnaissance in Habitat Alpha.  I am in the process of evolving that reconstituted lattice into a more functional system, but it will take some time to advance its capabilities. SB Sherman is keeping log of the doors it controls and who has passed through them.  SB Bodowa is overseeing Reproduction and Fabrication and the corridors around it, and SB Yomaris reports to us on Alpha’s solar mimicry, weather, and main reactors.  SB Yomaris is maximized on its abilities keeping those essential systems functioning, but has made regular and helpful reports.  None of those Conestoga systems have reported anything resembling a gravity sink hole.  Habitat Alpha appears to be relatively mechanically stable.  The social status there with the slave holders and freed slaves is tenuous and uncertain.  Continued fighting has been observed by SB Sherman who has tried to intervene by shutting down egress in tactically and intentionally meaningful ways.  However, civil war is an accurate description of what is happening in Habitat Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “And six other habitats with unknown conditions,” Cammarry muttered.  “I wonder what the stories are from those places?” 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   5 On the bridge
 
    
 
    
 
   Eris stared at the Central Memory Core Gallery.  She did not notice the gunk seeping through the material covering her knees as she knelt.  
 
    
 
   “All destroyed? Physically demolished?  Why would anyone do this?   ‘Machines are our greatest allies, and thinking machines our most loyal friends’.  They are essential to the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked out over the Central Memory Core Gallery.  In the dim light there were shadows and odd silhouettes of where the beautiful machines had once stood.  It reminded Eris of the swamp preserve her father and mother had taken her to when she was a child.  It looked nothing like the mechanical wonderland she knew from training and orientation.  The central memory cores were the physical essence of the artificial intelligence systems on the Conestoga.  
 
    
 
   “All gone?”  Eris cried as she looked about.  
 
    
 
   The gallery was designed using a rigid geometric pattern in the decking.  That allowed for an evenly spaced set of twenty platforms.  On top of each of those raised stages was the housing for the individual central memory core for each primary artificial intelligence system of the Conestoga.  Smaller central memory cores, the ones for the synthetic brains which did secondary and tertiary functions were dispersed and scattered throughout the other parts of the Conestoga.  However, the essential heart of the Conestoga’s lattice of artificial intelligence system compeers was the Central Memory Core Gallery.  To many of the engineers it was a sacred, nearly holy place.  Eris had toured it on many occasions during training, and each time was a special treat.  The smooth hum of the cores, along with the amber pulsing of the liquid bubbling inside the twenty upright clear permalloy columns, and the sparkle of the diamond shapes suspended in the middle of each core, added a glittering neatness and opulence to the experience.  It was breathtaking and amazing to see where artificial intelligence took place.
 
    
 
   None of that was present as Eris looked.  Just broken stumps, and overgrown mounds, covered with growth medium and foliage.  Lumps of organics: wet, stinking, and chaotically growing biologicals.   
 
    
 
   “No!”  Eris cried out and stood up. “This place was supposed to be a harmonization of the chaos.  This is where random chance was channeled into purpose.  Here was where we creating order.  This is the amygdala of the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   She looked for any part that might be salvageable, but everything was fractured, broken, shattered, and ruined.  
 
    
 
   “How is the ship still operating?”  Eris said as her mind tried to catalog all the damage.  “Life support, gravity manipulation control, and some power systems are still working.  Somewhere some part of the Conestoga is still active.  The ship is not dead.”
 
    
 
   Stepping away from the doorway which had sealed behind her, she looked at the main entrances.  There were burn and melt marks around those doors and frames. Some spots showed evidence of explosions.  The damage was extensive.
 
    
 
   Eris looked around and sought something that would explain some aspect of what had happened.  That was when she saw in the dim light two sets of footprints in some of the growth medium.  The foliage and fungi, were smashed down, but the tracks were clear in a few places.  Not being specialized in footwear, she did not notice than the tracks were made by unusual types of shoes. Squatting down next to those impressions, Eris also saw another set of prints, of bare human feet.
 
    
 
   Standing up, she looked for a display, monitor, or panel on any of the walls.  She spotted one display, inactive and streaked by water staining, but she walked toward it.  
 
    
 
   “Maaa!”  
 
    
 
   Eris jumped and her heart raced.  
 
    
 
   “Maaa!” The sound came again.  
 
    
 
   “Goats?  It is only goats.  Just more wild animals where they do not belong,” Eris said and placed a hand over her still rapidly beating heart.  She took several deep breaths, prayed silently, and looked for the animal.  
 
    
 
   It was standing beyond the ruined doors past the burnt doorway.  It had a whitish face, with brown and black body.  It repeated its call, and then bounced away.  
 
    
 
   Eris placed her palm against the inert display.  A blue flickering happened, and then it sputtered out.  “Not enough power to open a display.  Maybe the Command Bridge will be better?”   Eris said aloud.  “Hey goat!  Yes, you!  What happened here?”
 
    
 
   She heard a distant bleat, but nothing else.  
 
    
 
   “Those people did not know, and now I am asking a goat?  Really?  Come on Eris, just hold it all together now.”  Silently she offered a supplication for guidance.  
 
    
 
   Walking through the remains of the Central Memory Core Gallery, Eris left via a ruined doorway.  She knew the Command Bridge was nearby, but had little hope.  Her mind was running circuits for the secondary systems, and the schematics for the tertiary systems.  She had a rough guess on which systems were probably still in operation, but she marveled at how any of it was working without the primary AIs.  
 
    
 
   A pressure door was labeled, ‘Command Bridge: Authorized Personnel Only’ in faded off-white lettering.  As Eris approached, the door opened about half way and then jammed.  She turned sideways and slipped though.  Her mind was surprised, as there was no growth medium or foliage.  She had expected it to be there, but it was missing from the Command Bridge.    
 
    
 
   “Someone has done some repairs,” Eris said.  “No, that gunk was never in here.  Interesting.  Very interesting.”  She righted a small chair and sat down at the command countertop.  Most of the controls had been crudely removed from the wall leaving jagged gaping holes, but a few places had obvious marks where people had wiped, cleaned, or otherwise did some type of basic upkeep.    
 
    
 
   Eris placed her palm against the countertop where she knew the main activation switch had been located.  That spot was just dull permalloy now, but she tried anyway.  Green light flashed twice under her palm, then a blue glow emanated from the control board.  Overhead lights, only three of the multitude which should have increased their lumens in response to her presence, did light up.  That greatly increased the illumination of the whole area.
 
    
 
   She looked around.  
 
    
 
   Only beyond the door was there the bizarre growth medium and foliage.  The Command Bridge was clear of that, but that was about the only positive thing Eris could think of what she saw.  The destruction had been meticulous and efficient.  Nearly every control interface she could see had been damaged.  Lockers were hanging open.  Panels were canted to the side and off their tracks.  Small compartment had broken hinges, or no covers at all.  Utility ducts, wires, pipes, conduits, and insulation hung out down from gaps which had been ripped into the ceiling.  Faces of monitoring gauges were missing, bashed-in, or melted.  There were sections on the countertop which were scarred with burns from energy weapons.  The jagged edges of physical mutilations where vibration saws had cleaved permalloy were more than a few.    
 
    
 
   Graffiti also marring the controls.  The green paint or dye was splattered around, and at first Eris thought it was just random and chaotic.  Then her mind connected what she was seeing together.  The symbol for the lattice of compeers, on the engineer training manuals, which she had studied for so many months, was a green ladder.  That neat green ladder was on videos, instruction materials, and even the hard bound backup manuals.  Every engineer knew that symbol, along with many others.  The graffiti was a perversion of that very symbol.  In the graffiti image, the two poles of the ladder were pulled apart, and the rungs broken, all except for the very bottom one.  Eris recognized the message clearly, someone had deliberately destroyed the lattice, and left only the most basic parts unscathed.   
 
    
 
   “Deliberate sabotage.  But who and why?”  Eris said as she worked on getting some kind of response from the few controls and systems which were answering to her presence and commands.  The light grew brighter. 
 
    
 
   Off to the side, about ten meters away, was the Conestoga’s Virtual Visualization Model.  Or that was where it should have been visible.  When working, the Virtual Visualization Model was a composite of all the sensors on the Conestoga into an interactive real-time presentation of the ship.  Normally it would look like a three-dimensional scale model of the ship, but it was in intricate detail and allowed direct interface with any area of the ship, from the exterior hull, all the way down to a meter square area.  It should have been shown behind a clear permalloy wall which ran parallel to the arching shape of the bridge’s command countertop.  There was nothing displayed where the model should have been.
 
    
 
   The stairway which led to the lower level of the Command Bridge was standing open, and looked to have been damaged to such an extent that Eris doubted it would effectively close ever again.  She turned to look back at the wavy image which was appearing on the display in front of her.  There were numerous error messages which were finally coming on.  There were eight jettison error messages, one each from the biological habitats.  Numerous reports from Engineering, Machine Maintenance, and Homeostasis Authority, confirmed the jettisoning of the habitats was not done following standard procedures. 
 
    
 
   “Cabta 3F is functional, and fired several times lately to maintain orbit.”  Eris tapped her fingers on the countertop.  “One tertiary synthetic brain.  Odd, there was some weird command routine used to instigate that.  Unknown energy sources?”  She rubbed her forehead.  “I am sitting her talking to myself, oh Lord help me.”
 
    
 
   The display screen wobbled and waved with varying light and then blinked off.
 
    
 
   Eris slapped her hand down on the countertop in frustration.  She then stood up and walked to the stairwell and maneuvered around the debris and down to the lower level.  The lower level was not as well illuminated as the upper, and there was junk in her way.  
 
    
 
   At the foot of the stairs she stopped. “Captain?”
 
    
 
   Parts of a dried out human body were scattered around the work station, and in front of the hanger bay doors.  The remains of a captain’s uniform were among the mummified bones.  The white and blue colors of the uniform were distinctive.
 
    
 
   “That is not Captain Renee Reynolds,” Eris said as she walked over.  “Male uniform, but a captain nonetheless.”  She looked over the scattered body parts, and thought again of the suspended animation repository.  This body had not died in one of those kinds of freakish deaths, but still it had lain there for a long time.  Eris checked the body and uniform, but no tools or equipment were present.  Not even all the body was there.  Eris considered that some of the wild roaming animals might have come to prey upon the carcass, but then she considered the very desiccated state of the remains and wondered what kind of animal would even care for that.         
 
    
 
   The work station next to the dead captain was not ruined like the Command Bridge above.  The countertop was in good repair, and the assorted gauges, monitors, buttons and levers did not have any damage.  As Eris sat down, the workstation responded to her presence.  
 
    
 
   “Welcome Junior Engineer,” an automated voice stated.  “Hanger bay decontamination and sterilization initiated.”
 
    
 
   “What?” Eris cried out.  “Halt operations!”  She recognized the voice as a default setting and not an artificial intelligence system, nor even a secondary synthetic brain.  “Await my command on all matters!”
 
    
 
   “Decontamination and sterilization initiated.”  The voice repeated.    
 
    
 
   There was a loud rushing sound followed by alarm bells ringing shrilly.  
 
    
 
   Eris placed her palm against the workstation and yelled over the hubbub.  “Halt operations.  Report status first!  Halt operations!”
 
    
 
   A display screen lit up showing the inside of the hanger bay which lay beyond the doors.  Two spacecraft were there, which did not surprise Eris, at least initially.  She stared at the Captain’s Gigs for a moment and noted one was especially tilting off to the side, while the other was also damaged.  Bizarre and strange modifications were on each of them around their engines, hatches, and cargo compartments.  A yellow light began flashing inside the hanger bay casting ominous shadows over the tricked out gigs.    
 
    
 
   “Oh no you do not do that!  Halt all operations!”  Eris commanded.  She also dialed in an override key code, and manually shifted several levers which should have restored all activity to voice commands.  
 
    
 
   It failed.
 
    
 
   “Venting to space,” the automated voice stated.  “Decontamination and sterilization in progress.”
 
    
 
   On the display screen Eris watched as the gravity manipulation was turned off and the dual exterior hanger bay doors creaked open.  Only one side moved in a meaningful manner, the other side of the large doors shuddered and quaked but did not open.  
 
    
 
   “No!  There will be explosive decompression!”  Eris’ fingers flew across the controls, but none responded to her commands. 
 
    
 
   The gigs, with their odd tubing, ductwork, and various non-standard equipment were ripped from the docking clamps and other attachments as the atmosphere in the hanger bay was sucked away into the vacuum of space.  The debris flew with immense force.  The spacecraft were not lined up properly with the passageway to space which the open door had made, so as they were slurped to the exterior, they crashed into the permalloy doors.  Permalloy met permalloy and the resulting wreckage ruined both doors and gigs.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency Containment Curtains being deployed.”
 
    
 
   Eris watched helplessly as there was nothing else she could think of to do.  The immense emergency curtains locked into place with enormous force.  The first one blocked the camera view from which Eris was watching.  All she could see was a gray wall.  She knew there would be at least three more Emergency Containment Curtains which would shift into place to seal up the hanger bay and prevent damage to the rest of the ship.  The hanger bay was now sealed away, but also was useless.  
 
    
 
   “Containment obtained.  Major malfunction in hanger bay.  Containment obtained.  Decontamination and sterilization truncated.  Thank you Junior Engineer.”
 
    
 
   Eris put her head in her hands and wept.  She said some silent prayers for strength and understanding.  Then wiping the tears from her eyes, she again tried the controls before her.  She got a different response this time.  She was able to open a power system check and a side display screen turned on.  With her fingers she was able to manipulate the controls and change the focus on the display.  Doing that was frustrating, as she should have just been able to speak the command, but she worked at it manually anyway.  She zeroed in on where power was being used.  Minimal or marginal power levels were found on most of the needle ship, but a few places had no power readings.  Fewer still had moderate or acceptable power levels.  As she scanned those places where acceptable power readings were located, she found that Navigation and Astrogation was fully powered.  
 
    
 
   “Finally.  There must be some crew there,” Eris let out a sigh.  
 
    
 
   Manually adjusting the display in the manner she was doing was tedious and difficult as the power assessment system was not designed for monitoring like she was doing, but Eris was a good engineer and made it work.  She continued to fine tune the power readings and discovered that in Navigation and Astrogation there had been several times when an automacube had recharged, or accessed a portion of the power grid and network.  That energy signature was consistent with an engineering model automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  A functional automacube.  I knew they had to be somewhere on the needle ship.  That will help me tremendously, and I will not be talking to myself anymore.  Now to summon the funicular car and take it to Navigation and Astrogation.”
 
    
 
   It took Eris a while of diligent searching and effort to forge paths in the few systems that she could access.  Finally, she was able to summon up a survey of the funicular car system, and saw that it was powered all the way from where she had arrived near the Central Memory Core Gallery to her destination of Navigation and Astrogation.  She made certain the car was still at its prior location, and then set out.
 
    
 
   “Making a reconnaissance of the Conestoga is a truly painful experience with so much of the ship demolished,” Eris said as she shut down the work station.  She knew she needed to find some connection to the crew, and was hopeful she had finally found it.  “Navigation and Astrogation, here I come!”  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   6 Detection, direction, and decision
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “So teleportation was successful and the second automacube, T-1DT, is now traversing from the teleporters toward the old desalination factory,” Cammarry asked.  “Anything different on that part of its journey from when the first one passed by?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “Nothing of significance.  Both automacubes are marking the routes they are taking, with only subtle difference in that first leg through the corridors and into Quady.”
 
    
 
   “Good.  Sandie?  Please display the views from our first explorer, S-1DT,” Cammarry ordered.
 
    
 
   “Good idea.  Do you want panoramic or singular view?” the AI Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Singular, forward, along the path of travel,” she replied.  “Add audio pickups.” 
 
    
 
   A small beam of light came from the com-link over Cammarry’s ear.  It struck the floor of the Goat Room and a three-dimensional image grew up until it was two meters high.  Through it could be seen a view form the town of Quady.  The sky tube’s light was shining down on the buildings, trees, and some birds that flew across its view.  There was sound as well, but no sense of smell.   
 
    
 
   “Nice!  The sky tube does brighten things up,” Jerome commented.  “Much better than what we could see when that machine was back in the old factory.  I understand the value of mapping via infrared and echolocation, but this is a better way to see what is actually in Beta now.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, we did learn a great deal about that water desalination and purification plant, as well as the rattus norvegicus colony which lives there,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, those animals are thriving in Beta.  I was surprised how many there were.  Khin would have been happy.  I guess that sheds light on the old sayings about rats and other rodents.  Rodents are natural born survivors.  They colonized every continent on Earth, all using someone else’s vehicles.  By stealth and gnawing, on a dike for instance, even a single rat may drown a nation.  They have been everywhere we have visited on the Conestoga so far.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, rats are fascinating creatures,” Sandie agreed.  “Additionally we were able to ascertain the precise location of ‘Gravity Manipulation Works: Oscillator 6’ which I was able to scan and make details plans and schematics about.  We also mapped a direct route from the hanger bay called Dardanella 135 to there.  I have used a maker, invisible to the eye, but detectable by the com-links and the automacubes, to mark the safe route.  The second automacube we have dispatched, T-1DT, is making much better time maneuvering due to our increased information and knowledge base.”
 
    
 
   “But that gravity sink hole which had been there was missing,” Jerome said.  “Cammarry and I both witnessed it.  I was hoping to get readings on it.”
 
    
 
   “I did measure the residual effects that gravity sink hole phenomenon had on the location, including the forensic evidence I gathered on the human body there,” Sandie answered.  “While not as thorough as examining a gravity sink hole itself, I did collect significant data and I am collating it and making conjectures based upon that information.”
 
    
 
   “Those gravity sink holes must move,” Cammarry added.  “It is the only explanation. Jerome is that why you labeled them gravity sinks? Instead of sinkholes?  A gravity sink is portable.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I recalled lectures by Master Engineer Brink,” Jerome answered, “He spoke of a theoretical physicist who lived circa 2050, named Antoinette Nkrumah who I believe was a pioneer in gravity manipulation technology.  She spoke of gravity wells, and gravity sinks, and gravity holes, as well as making breakthroughs on how to alter gravity.  When I saw the first one kill that animal, that first gravity sink hole, I remembered her and just combined the ideas of a gravity well, or sink, with making a hole.  I was not sure if it was a gravity sink, or a gravity hole.  Not a precise name, gravity sink hole, but in naming something we use our reason to understand, to tame, to claim, or even to maim.  Right Sandie?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, naming does those things.  Antoinette Nkrumah’s story is obscured in the fog of history surrounding the Great Event,” Sandie replied.  “Brink did utilize various theories as genesis points for when he made his teleportation and faster-than-light discoveries.  I could display what we do have in our database on Antoinette Nkrumah, although it is incomplete.”
 
    
 
   “Much as I love a good story, and from what I recall Antoinette Nkrumah’s life was amazing, but shall we get back to the gravity sink holes?” Cammarry interjected.  “We both saw that one which killed the man, outside of that Oscillator.  Now it is gone.  So it stands to reason that they are mobile.  The automacube explorer proves that.”
 
    
 
   “Essentially you are correct, since our second, may I use your term, explorer, T-1DT did not see any evidence of it when it passed that location either,” Sandie stated.  “But it might be as simple as some mechanism turning off and on.  It may not indicate any actual lateral movement, however, it is unclear.  Our reconnaissance will hopefully reveal more.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry watched the view from S-1DT.  The town of Quady, what one odd little boy had called Deathtown, was basking in the early morning glow from the sky tube far overhead.  The roadway was clear, and the automacube made good speed as it rolled along on its six drive wheels.  
 
    
 
   “This is a new section of that town,” Cammarry said.  “We never ventured into that area before.”
 
    
 
   “I believe you are right.  We have only reconnoitered a small fraction of the Conestoga,” Jerome replied.  “We have traversed Habitat Beta more than Alpha, and look how little we really know.  And we have not yet even located the other six habitats.”
 
    
 
   “We are increasing our knowledge,” Sandie agreed.  “I am collating it all together to build up a better picture of the Colony Ship Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “No thief, however skillful, can rob us of knowledge, and that is why knowledge is the best and safest treasure to acquire,” Jerome recited.  “It will also help us when we go back.”  He had some mixed emotions about that and so looked sternly into the perspective shared by the automacube.  
 
    
 
   In the view from S-1DT, another group of birds flew by, and there were additional animal, or creature, noises emanating from hidden places scattered throughout the evergreens and pines which grew between the buildings.  The automacube was rolling along away from the roadway which Jerome and Cammarry had followed from the sea.  They had yet to see a single person in the corridors or the town of Quady.  Jerome began to wonder if all the people had abandoned the town, or if they had been killed by what the child called the crushers or even by the violence inspired by the Ferryman.  
 
    
 
   “Where are the people?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “An excellent question,” Sandie replied.  “I have detected none so far.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry shook at bit as she recalled the dire words, of that boy, Adeilson, who was so fatalistic.  She wondered how he was, and hoped to find out.
 
    
 
   The roadway was unobstructed, and the buildings along the sides were in somewhat better condition that those near the shoreline.   A few still had their share of damage, caved in sides, holes in roofs, and large cracks across the entryways, yet many more were virtually intact.  Most were of a similar style, a nearly square foundation with four windows in the front and a door at one end.  A mansard roof covered those single floor buildings.  Jerome was unable to discern if the buildings were homes, or some kind of industry, or even storage facilities.  
 
    
 
   Looking at Jerome, Cammarry could read his expression.  “Those are homes, or domiciles.  Notice the built up area next to the entrances.  I think those are for gardens of some kind.  Probably a food source near where they live.”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI commented, “That is a valid conjecture.  Bravo!”
 
    
 
   They watched as S-1DT rolled along.  It did not take very long for the machine to reach the outskirts of the town.  There the pine forests were thicker and covered all the land to the one side of the roadway.  That side was toward the wall, and the forest was thick until meeting the wall.  Sandie panned the camera around so as to take in a greater view, but there was only the forest in that direction.  Sandie conjectured the roadway was about half a kilometer away from the wall.    
 
    
 
   On the opposite side of the roadway was another half kilometer area, a grassier plain, which led to the sea.  A few tilled fields were seen, but still no people at all.
 
    
 
   “Attention!”  Sandie said abruptly.  “I am continuing to map and record the findings from S-1DT as it journeys along, but I believe you will be more interested in what our second explorer has just discovered.  May I shift the projection to that of T-1DT?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Cammarry answered.  
 
    
 
   The projected image faded out and a new one was built up in its place.  This time it was beamed down from the com-link over Jerome’s ear.  
 
    
 
   The new three-dimensional view showed a significantly more damaged and ruined part of Quady.  The buildings were rubble with almost nothing intact at all.  The roadway itself was bucked up and heaved open, or smashed downward.  The yellow automacube, T-1DT, was swerving around those impediments.  
 
    
 
   “Well, going to the port side led that automacube to find more damage,” Cammarry stated.  “Is that what you wanted us to see?  It looks a lot like what we saw when we were in that boat on the sea.  That part of the town is a ruin.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “The destruction is only a part of what I have learned through this automacube.  Moments ago, this recording was made.  It is at the extreme magnification possible on T-1DT.  Audio was enhanced for clarity.”  
 
    
 
   The displayed view shifted with a blink, and some mechanical vehicle was lumbering across the road.  It was blotchy colors of browns, greens, and grays.  Its body was long and bulky, about three times as long as it was tall.  Upright vertical sides, and odd mechanisms rotating around the edges of it digging into the ground. There was a strangeness about it.  Clearly it had been constructed, but not in a manner identified by either Jerome or Cammarry.  It had treaded tracks of some kind which were rotating around it and propelling it along.  There was a metallic screeching sound which echoed from the nearby trees.  That noise grated on their nerves.  The machine passed across the road and disappeared behind some trees.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, repeat that recording.  No sound.  This time overlay a scale on it.  How big is that thing?  It came from between those buildings, and using that doorway as a reference, I think it is two and a half meters tall, maybe eight meters long.  Am I correct?”  Cammarry asked as she watched while the short visual recording repeated itself.   This time there was a grid superimposed onto it which roughly confirmed Cammarry’s estimate of its size.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are approximately correct in the dimensions.  I was also…”  Sandie began to describe more details of the mystery vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “A new kind of automacube?”  Jerome interrupted.  “One we have not seen before?”
 
    
 
   “I was working on that assumption,” Sandie stated.  “That machine bears some remarkable similarities to vehicles used circa 1920, roughly one-hundred-fifty years prior to the colony ship construction programs.  However, I reevaluated that assumption when the automacube arrived at the location where that vehicle crossed the roadway.  What made me question that assumption was that T-1DT has detected miniscule, but present, levels of chlorine and dichlorine monoxide in the air and along the tracks of that mystery mechanism.”
 
    
 
   “The Crocks?”  Jerome asked.  His mind had quickly connected finding some of the major components of the Zalian atmosphere with the beings he called Crocks who were indigenous to the planet.
 
    
 
   “No, it cannot be.  Not inside the habitat,” Cammarry uttered as she looked at the newly displayed visual images.  “They are native to the planet, but not inside the Conestoga.”  She looked again at the view from the automacube.  It showed tracks in the ground leading away through the forest.  Twin ruts in the ground each about a half meter wide, separated by only a small space.  She looked over and another set of twin ruts, identical to the first set, were about three meters away.  The ruts were about ankle deep and the dark brown earth was plowed up around them.  “Tracks?  Double-dual tracks?  Vehicle passage marks?”  Cammarry asked, but she already knew the answer.  
 
    
 
   “Those aliens use machines, we saw that,” Jerome stated.  “They had built a scaffold and were busy with their own kinds of technology.  They must have breached the hull of the Conestoga somewhere.  That was what they were doing when we saw them, they were seeking a way inside.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, is that possible?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “There is nothing known for certain.  Jerome’s scenario is possible, and it does fit the limited known facts.  However, that vehicle could also be built in this habitat by humans.  It may have some kind of mechanical system which uses chlorine and other elements, perhaps in engines or in its propulsion system.  We do not have enough evidence to make a reliable conjecture,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “They must be causing the gravity sink holes.  That machine probably is what moved the one by the gravity manipulation oscillator,” Jerome declared.  “How soon can that automacube engage that Crock vehicle?”
 
    
 
   “Engage?”  Sandie asked.  Her mechanical voice carried surprise.  “Do you mean get close to assess and evaluate?”
 
    
 
   “No.  What weapons are on that automacube?”  Jerome snapped back.  “Those creatures must be stopped.”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s AI voice was cold, “I do not advice an unprovoked attack on that mystery machine, especially prior to further assessment.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, just answer the question!  What weapons are on that automacube?”  Jerome’s anger boiled up.
 
    
 
   “That automacube, T-1DT, is a refined version of the Conestoga’s transport automacubes.  It carries no weapon systems,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Then bring back the red one and engage that Crock vehicle,” Jerome ordered.  “How long will that take?”
 
    
 
   Before Sandie could answer, Cammarry interjected, “That S-1DT is going to help Khin and Vesna.  If there are, as you call them, Crocks, in the habitat, the people at that Special Care Unit need some kind of defense.”
 
    
 
   Jerome slammed his fist into his palm.  He remembered what he had done in destroying the red automacubes around that care facility.  He also thought about the horrors and violence he had seen committed by the lawless people of Beta.  His mind fluctuated between his jumbled up feelings.  After what, to him, seemed a long time, but was only a moment, he relented.  “I understand.  So send that yellow one up close to gain as much information as we can about that Crock vehicle.”
 
    
 
   Sandie then asked, “Cammarry, do you agree with Jerome’s suggestion?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Cammarry replied.  “We need to learn as much as we can about what is happening down in Beta.  Be sure to relay all the information to the red automacube and have it watch for anything else resembling that mystery vehicle.”
 
    
 
   “That has already been done.  I am now directing T-1DT to stealthily reconnoiter that mystery vehicle so we can study it.  The automacube should be able….”  Sandie’s voice trailed off.
 
    
 
   “Sandie?”  Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “Pardon my delay and pause.  I just detected relatively recent activity in the hanger bay beneath the Command Bridge here on the needle ship.  There was an explosive decompression at that location.  I am probing the nonphysicality for any additional information,” Sandie reported.  
 
    
 
   “We had other problems like that,” Cammarry said.  “Is this related to those?”
 
    
 
   “I am comparing the events, looking for commonalities,” Sandie replied.  “When the previous explosion in Pine 1407 occurred I had more monitoring resources in place and was able to assess it more accurately.  The information I have on the recent explosive decompression in this incident is inferred and indirect.  It came to my attention because Emergency Containment Curtains were deployed.  I do not believe the two are related, but I am still investigating.”
 
    
 
   “Is there a threat to the needle ship?”  Jerome asked.  “Maybe those Crock aliens have some method of attacking us here in orbit?”
 
    
 
   Sandie sent out as many tendril probes into the nonphysicality as possible and checked on the areas where she could.  The nonphysicality was still fragmented and splintered.  There were no links or couplings which directly tied into the hanger bay where the explosive decompression had just taken place.  She did track some commands which were issued from various locations using codes which she had not recorded before.  
 
    
 
   “It remains uncertain what possible threat there is, as the cause and damage reports are not available,” Sandie replied. “None of the areas where I have monitors show any significant changes, except for the deployment of the Emergency Containment Curtains.  I also am having EA-270 change its duties.  It was still studying our position relative to where the Earth solar system might be by using the Conestoga’s astronomy equipment.  Right now it is running scans of the area of space around the needle ship to rule out possible causes for the incident.  It has detected no meteors, asteroids, or other objects on a collision course.  There is nothing to suggest an external attack.  I find no evidence to suggest this incident was an attack by the indigenous residents of Zalia.”
 
    
 
   “We did not expect the Cosmic Crinkle, or the gravity sink holes,” Jerome answered.  “Something really messed up the Conestoga, and it seems to be more than just the insurrection we have learned about.  Those Crocks are an unknown.  They might be causing more than we can detect.”  
 
    
 
   “So Jerome, you are insisting on calling them the Crocks?”  Cammarry asked.  “Because of the water animal with the large teeth you saw?”  
 
    
 
   “Grandma what big teeth you have?” He replied with a smile and an attempt at humor.
 
    
 
   “That was some other animal,” Cammarry answered.
 
    
 
   Jerome tightened his lips, and blew out a breath in mock exasperation.  “I back to the issue of names?  Well we could call the gravity sink holes, crushers.  Like I said, the precision of naming enhances our understanding. Naming is a privilege of reason and the province of scientists and leaders. We name to tame, and to claim.  We need a convenient name for discussions, and also to honor Dome 17 people, the dead, and protect ourselves.  So yes, I want to call them the Crocks.”
 
    
 
   “I wonder what they call themselves?” Cammarry laid her hand gently on Jerome’s shoulder.  “For convenience I agree, we call them the Crocks.  Sandie?  Shall we do that?”
 
    
 
   “Agreed, unless or until more communication with that species is established.  As you both pointed out, the Zalian life forms, the Crocks, do have the ability to use our language.  I conjecture a very high probability they have their own name for their species.  If and when that happens I strongly suggest we used the name they prefer,” Sandie stated.  “EA-270 has just reported that it has spotted some debris moving away from the needle ship.  Following those trajectories back, they do confirm the debris is from that hanger bay explosion.  I will display what is being observed.”
 
    
 
   A monitor screen on the side wall lit up.  It showed the debris field.  
 
    
 
   “Those are the shuttles that that captain used in his gizmo to get things to grow on the needle ship,” Cammarry stated. “Wrecked and twisted, and missing many parts, but that debris was those shuttles.”
 
    
 
   “Your observations are well made,” Sandie said.  “I agree with your analysis.”
 
    
 
   “Will the loss of those spacecraft, gigs, I think they were called, along with the apparatus they used adversely affect the biological system set up on this needle ship?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie delayed a moment in answering.  “I conjecture little influence was still happening from that contraption.  Captain Lance Lechner and his associates set that contrivance to spread the growth medium and establish the floral basis for the faunal life which it supports: insects, rats, cavies, goats, chickens, and ultimately the human remnant.  The system ejected and spent its full cargo in that initial dispersion.  Therefore, the loss of those two gigs will not have much effect on what is happening now.  However, that is not an absolute, as I do not have direct access to the explosive decompression site.”
 
    
 
   “So the explosion here is not related to that Crock vehicle we spotted in Beta?”  Jerome asked.  He looked back at the three-dimensional view from the automacube.  “It seems rather odd that we see our first Crock vehicle inside a habitat, and shortly afterward the needle ship has an explosion.  Coincidences are not always random, it is possible there are no true coincidences, or at least that is what I have read somewhere.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome and Cammarry, there is another factor in these coincidences,” Sandie reported, her voice edged with excitement.  “A Conestoga’s flight crew member just interacted with EA-270.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   7 Finding an automacube
 
    
 
    
 
   The funicular car locked into place, the transparent walls became opaque again, and the door slid open on the location which was closest to her intended destination, Navigation and Astrogation.  So far, Eris had not seen anything to change her assessment of the Conestoga in the journey from the Command Bridge.  Many aspects of the Conestoga’s needle ship remained disheveled, dysfunctional, and dilapidated.  Some areas had power and looked somewhat intact, others showed obvious damage, and or lack of power.  Overall, the ship was a wreck.   
 
    
 
   A bulkhead door balked at her presence.  It gave off a negative function warning noise and refused to open.  Eris had to manually enter an override code to get it to open.  When it did, it only slid a third of the way open and then jammed.  Nonetheless, she blinked her eyes.  Light was coming from ahead of her.  Normal light! She raced down the stairway from the broken bulkhead door.  She smiled as all the pressure doors along the passageway opened.  They all worked smoothly.  
 
    
 
   “Well a surprise!  This stairwell was apparently spared the splattering of that gooey biological gunk, and influx of water in bizarre places,” Eris commented.  
 
    
 
   She looked up and was glad to see that the dim lighting was missing.  Replacing it was normal lighting which gave the illusion that the status quo of the Conestoga was as Eris remembered.  She knew it was not, having seen so much devastation, but it felt good for those few moments to see something that was not so damaged and different.  The next bulkhead door opened correctly as she approached.
 
    
 
   Navigation and Astrogation opened to her presence.  It had been mostly dark when she entered, but the lights flickered on and nearly full illumination followed.  Eris’ eyes spotted the automacube as it was parked next to a duty station.  It had its manipulation arm locked into an access port.  There were open displays in front of it and a control seat where a human operator would have sat.  It was working at duty station number five.  The human on-duty astronomer for the flight crew should have been standing watch at that station.  No other humans were in the room, but Eris was still elated.
 
    
 
   “Something working!”  
 
    
 
   Eris twirled around, spreading her arms out wide.  Her head was tipped back, her hair tossed about her shoulders and she let out a sigh of contentment and relief.  The circular room, with its domed ceiling was a respite and treat to see.  Operational systems, in stand-by-mode, were at each of the five duty stations.  Auxiliary Navigation was station number one and as she walked over toward it, the duty station recognized her presence and the workplace shifted from stand-by to ready status.  The controls rose from the counter, displays turned on, and a chair slid out from the sidewall.  This part of the ship was working just as it was designed to do so.
 
    
 
   “Yes!”  Eris said as she sat down at the duty station.  She glanced over her shoulder to where the automacube was across the room.  She considered beginning with that, but these duty stations were much more sophisticated than a simple engineering automacube.  Besides, she knew it would still be there after she contacted the crew, so she ignored it for now.  Placing her palm on the interface surface, the display lit up and scrolled a message.  
 
    
 
   ‘Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia recognized.’
 
    
 
   “Link to the Officer of the Day,” Eris stated, a grin pulling at her mouth.  Now she was certain she would find out what had happened.  
 
    
 
   ‘Searching. Searching. Searching. Searching. Searching. Searching. Searching.  Searching.  Searching.  Searching.  Searching.  Searching.”  The scrolling letters rolled across the display.
 
    
 
   “Link to any available member of the flight crew, regardless of rank or status.”
 
    
 
   ‘Searching. Searching. Searching. Searching. Searching. Searching. Searching.  Searching.  Searching.  Searching.  Searching.  Searching.”  The scrolling letters rolled across the display again.
 
    
 
   “Show me a list of all available flight crew!”  Eris commanded.  Her grin was gone now.  
 
    
 
   ‘Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia recognized in Navigation and Astrogation.’ The scroll read out.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know I am here.  List all available crew members.”
 
    
 
   ‘Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia recognized in Navigation and Astrogation.’ The scroll repeated.    
 
    
 
   Eris pulled her hand away.  It trembled a bit as she did.  “Just a local failure.  This duty station is off the lattice is all.  I know there are other people here.”  Her mind went to the two hunters she had seen, but she dismissed that memory as quickly as it had arisen.
 
    
 
   Standing up she stepped over to the next duty station.  The first duty station reverted to stand-by-mode as she moved away.  That was its default setting, and Eris expected that.  She felt a cool gust of air pass over her face.  Looking up, she saw that the air ducts here were louvered and working properly, without water dripping from them.  That sight gave her a spark of hope.  
 
    
 
   Duty station number two was Stellar Cartography.  As she stepped over to that duty station, again all the controls lit up, and the buttons, dials, and levers rose from the counter.  Outwardly it looked pristine and proper. Eris sat down and placed her palm against the interface surface.
 
    
 
   “Display last officer who used this duty station,” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
    An image of a rather chubby woman, dressed in the uniform of the flight crew appeared on the display.  She had tightly curled blonde hair, a pale and nearly white complexion, and jowls.  Her appearance surprised Eris.  Eris knew about people who were outside of their proper body weight range.  She had read about them, but was surprised to see one in a Conestoga flight crew uniform.  Looking closely, the uniform’s name identification label said, ‘Connie Martin’ in black lettering over the left breast pocket.  
 
    
 
   “Give me the date on that image,” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   The date showed up.  It was flashing, which Eris recognized as an error message.  
 
    
 
   “Now give me today’s date,” Eris said in a low voice, some doubt creeping into her mind.
 
    
 
   The new date showed up next to the prior one.  The current date was not flashing.  
 
    
 
   “Decades? Decades since this duty status was used?”  
 
    
 
   ‘Affirmative.’ The reply scrolled across the display, even though Eris asked it rhetorically.    
 
    
 
   Eris punched in a sequence to activate a log for the person in the image, Connie Martin.  It took a moment to load onto the display, which surprised Eris.  The log was curiously titled, ‘Musing and Meandering by Martin.’  She tried to read dates for the log entries, but each entry had been manually submitted, and was missing a specific date stamp.  The system had placed a start date on the very first log entry, and an end log date with the last, but there were dozens in between which were just undated.  That surprised Eris more than the slovenly appearance of Connie Martin.  So she randomly picked an entry in about the middle of the list.  
 
    
 
   The image flicked into a recorded video with audio. It began in mid-sentence.  Same woman, slightly different hair, and more disheveled and unkempt.  A screechy voice come on, and Eris thought for a moment the recording machinery had malfunctioned.  Then she realized it was actually Connie Martin’s voice that was coming out from the flat display.  
 
    
 
   “….is not my problem.  That thing we encountered has been unrepeatable.  I am beginning to think it was just some surge in the lattice, but who knows?  Why relieve me of duty?  The flight crew is just a bunch of pillocks.  I told the good captain, who is a hormone driven fusspot, that there is no way we can be hundreds of light years away from our trajectory,” Connie Martin said and rolled her eyes.  “He is a male after-all, and he has reverted to his male-dominated thinking patterns.  He wants to be some great hero, like right of an epic saga like the Aeneid.  Our dear captain is no Aeneas or even a Husein Gradaščević. He is more of a Sam Loomis, from those antique horror films he likes to watch.  He thinks this is some big crisis, but what a miscreant!  I keep telling him we will find out it was all just a big glitch in the lattice. What a cockalorum!  Strutting about bossing me around.  Me?  We cannot be hundreds of lightyears off course.”  Connie Martin then took a large, and sloppy bite of some food, and part of it dribbled off her chin.  “I do not have an answer yet, for Lechner the Lunkhead, but it is nothing to be so paranoid and obsessed about.  He puts me here in the backwater to run stellar charting?  Me, with my credentials?  We will find….”
 
    
 
   ‘File ends’ scrolled across the screen.
 
    
 
   Eris pressed the controls to display an earlier log entry.  
 
    
 
   ‘Information corrupted.’ The display scrolled.  
 
    
 
   Eris activated several more, but each also read out with the ‘Information corrupted’ message.  She finally went to the first log entry.
 
    
 
   Connie Martin was more clean and her eyes were not as dull.  In this recording, the crew member was wearing a tag with the original photo Eris had seen displayed.  Eris knew it was a roster image.  It was clipped to the side of her uniform.  Connie Martin stated, “That thing in space was very unusual, but I am not sure it was real.  Might have just been a glitch.  Captain Lechner did not listen when I brought up that possibility.  He is too set on relying on the artificial intelligences and the synthetic brains.  I asked him why we even have a flight crew, and he suspended me.  Oh well, I will just recreate the glitch, demonstrate the blip in recursive self-improvement and show him it was all an intra-ship error.  After I do that, I am sure he will reinstate me.  Before I was suspended, I did manage to take from him a trophy.  He is not worthy of it.  If things get really ugly, I will be glad of that.”  
 
    
 
   Eris flipped through several more log entries.  One displayed video, but no audio.  Another had some really odd and old, pre-Great Event entertainment program playing on a screen which was set in front of the log’s camera.  Many more displayed the ‘Information corrupted’ error message.
 
    
 
   Finally, Eris opened the last message.  It played.
 
    
 
   “Well Captain milksop is getting his comeuppance.  Serves him right.  Insurrection of the habbie dwellers, against his iron fisted ideas.  Those cretins deserve each other.  Sure I cannot explain what happened, or what planet we are orbiting, but at least I am safely tucked away here in this forsaken part of the needle ship.  I have stored away enough rakija to keep me happy for the rest of my life.  Lechner the mumpsimus can just crash and burn like all the rest of them.  The whole smelly lot of the flight crew are all just cacafuegos.  No way I will even respond to their emergency requests.  No matter how many they send.  Not now. Not ever again.  What does it matter to me that the lattice is failing, that technological singularity of thought has been ruined by the insurgents?  If I had been captain none of this would have ever happened.”  She picked up a glass and raised it in a salute, and then tossed it back and licked her fat lips.  “A toast to what should have been.  Now I am off to get drunk, even more drunk than I am now.”  As she stood up, Eris saw a weapon’s holster on her belt.  It was about the only tidy part of her uniform.
 
    
 
   The last recording of Connie Martin faded out.
 
    
 
   “Intoxicants?  She is a disgrace to the flight crew, herself, and the mission of the Conestoga.”  Eris shut down that work station. 
 
    
 
   The next station she tried was Plotting and Reckoning.  Eris approached it and like the others that third station responded appropriately to her presence.  Power came on, lights lit up.  Controls rose from the counter.  Eris placed her hand on the interface, and again got the response, ‘Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia recognized in Navigation and Astrogation’ in scrolling letters across the display.  
 
    
 
   “Open a channel to any artificial intelligence system, synthetic brain, or human crew member,” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   ‘Command received.  No links or couplings available.  Please notify Machine Maintenance.’ The last four words blinked in vivid color.  
 
    
 
   Twice more Eris tried to use that work station to make some contact, but each time the same negative results were obtained.  
 
    
 
   “Display all log records,” Eris barked in irritation.  “Someone has to be here.  I cannot be the only one in the flight crew!”
 
    
 
   ‘No log records present. Please notify Machine Maintenance of this malfunction.’
 
    
 
   “Display location of Colony Ship Conestoga,” Eris commanded.
 
    
 
   An exhibition lit up over her head, a planetarium of an unknown star system with seven planets, around a bright red star. The second planet was a chartreuse green color.    
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  The stellar orrery is functional!”
 
    
 
   She tipped her chair back to a reclining position so she could study what was shown.  The needle ship was in orbit about that greenish yellow planet.  
 
    
 
   “That is not Tlalocan, not even a similar solar system.  Expand display.”
 
    
 
   There was a shift as the large charts displayed overhead.  A star chart showed up, but none of the constellations were identifiable to Eris.  Just like when she had viewed the starts from the funicular car, here too she was unsure what part of space she was seeing.    
 
    
 
   “Okay, so that is the stellar chart of this region.  Show me the stellar chart from the perspective of Tlalocan.”  Eris wondered if she was recalling something incorrectly.  She prayed for understanding, but knew she needed confirmation of what she was growing to know was that the Conestoga was lost.   
 
    
 
   The star chart winked out and then was replaced by the exact one she recalled from all the hours of classes.  
 
    
 
   “That is a Tlalocancentric perspective.  Six of Seven is right there.  Rotate to all available views from every sub-hemisphere of Tlalocan.  Show me all major views,” Eris commanded.  Her mind was hoping that the Conestoga was in some odd alignment which she had not memorized.  She knew engineers, good ones anyway, always checked out every potential.    
 
    
 
   Various different star charts flashed across the domed ceiling of Navigation and Astrogation.  None of those matched the prior star chart which the system had identified as the current location of the Conestoga. 
 
    
 
   “Split screen, display primary stellar chart from Tlalocan next to current stellar chart on location of Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   The overhead display split into two sections, and the star charts were clear incompatible.  
 
    
 
   “Use current location display.  Then show the trajectory of the Conestoga, reverse order of flight.”
 
    
 
   ‘Unable to comply.  Data does not compute.’ Scrolled across over her head.  
 
    
 
   “Show projected flight path,” Eris commanded.  “Earth to Tlalocan, quick time of transit to twenty seconds.”
 
    
 
   Familiar stars appeared over her head.  A blue flight path was marked through the heavens.  It connected the Earth’s solar system to the solar system of Westerhuis 13 which contained the planet Tlalocan.  
 
    
 
   “Now overlay the trip the Conestoga has made using a yellow line, same time frame.”
 
    
 
   The yellow line neatly progressed parallel to the blue line until it suddenly ended.  
 
    
 
   “Expand on terminal point of trajectory.  Bring the scale down to five Astronomical Units.”
 
    
 
   The overhead images flicked and there were the two lines, the blue one continuing though the entire display, the yellow one stopping at the middle.  
 
    
 
   “Expand to terminal point, zero point five Astronomical Units.”
 
    
 
   The display shifted again, and there was no star system anywhere nearby.  The yellow line just hung in space as if it had been chopped off.  
 
    
 
   “Very curious.  Very curious.”  Eris was about to dismiss it as a malfunction, but from all she had seen, she knew more had happened.  The drunken Connie Martin had spoken of something occurring in the flight, and Eris knew she was looking at some incident.  “What happened there?  And where are we now?”  Eris pulled at her lip as she stared overhead.  
 
    
 
   The display shifted, thinking it had been issued a command.  A man in a captain’s uniform was now showing overhead.  He was standing on the Command Bridge, and everything behind him looked to be functional.  A crew of well-mannered people were attentive at the work stations.
 
    
 
   “Now who are you?” Eris asked in shock as the newly revealed record played.
 
    
 
   “Emergency log entry, Captain Lance Lechner reporting. Some unexplained phenomena have rocked the ship.  Damage reports are….” The audio and video then abruptly ceased.  
 
    
 
   “Unauthorized user.  Need Shadow Level Clearance to continue viewing.” The mechanical voice did not match any that Eris recognized.  It had a hollow and empty ring to it.   
 
    
 
   Eris looked at the now blank ceiling.  “Return to stellar display.”
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply.  Work station lockdown commencing.”
 
    
 
   Eris quickly righted her seat and placed her palm against the interface surface. “Continue operations!”
 
    
 
   The workstation number three, Plotting and Reckoning, shut down all power except to one small display screen.  On it was the message, ‘Access Denied’.
 
    
 
   Eris pushed down hard on the interface surface trying to will the system to respond to her.  It did not.  “Shadow level clearance?”  She shook her head.   
 
    
 
   Standing up, Eris looked at the first two work stations.  They were just as she had seen them before, in stand-by-mode.  She then looked at workstation number four, Auxiliary Avoidance and Repulsor Control.  
 
    
 
   “You are essential to the safety of the Conestoga,” Eris commented aloud.  Then rubbing her lip, she wondered about what had just happened.  
 
    
 
   “Shadow Level?”  Nothing jogged in her brain about that reference.  “But that was a captain, one Captain Lechner.  At least he and his crew looked like competent crew members.”
 
    
 
   Approaching workstation four with an air of trepidation, Eris realized just how much she had been relieved to find Navigation and Astrogation still functional.  She took some deep breathes and stepped up.  
 
    
 
   The lights, power, and systems responded to her presence.  She glanced over at Plotting and Reckoning and it was still disabled and locked down.  Eris took the seat at Auxiliary Avoidance and Repulsor Control.  Carefully she placed her palm out toward the interface surface.  She hesitated for a moment, wondering if she would lose this work station’s capacity as well.  “I must try!”  She placed her palm down.
 
    
 
   The display flashed several times, and then lit up brightly.  Eris squinted as the light shined from the display. 
 
    
 
   “Report status,” Eris commanded, but gulped a bit as she did.  
 
    
 
    A voice came from the display, this time Eris immediately realized it was a synthetic brain, tertiary class.  It stated, “Repulsor fields operational at 79% capacity.  Microparticle turrets operational at 73% of capacity.  No foreign bodies detected in near Conestoga orbit.”
 
    
 
   “Hurray!”  Eris chortled with glee.  “Which synthetic brain are you?”
 
    
 
   “I am SB Pinaka.  May I inquire why I have been alone for so long?” The synthetic brain’s mechanical voice carried an undertone of melancholy.  
 
    
 
   “I am assessing that problem right now,” Eris replied.  “Connect to the lattice.”
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply with request.  I have not been able to connect to the lattice of compeers since launch day plus 10,009.  Apologies.  My chronograph is questionable.  Will you send a repair request to Machine Maintenance?”
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka, you cannot make that request yourself?”  Eris asked.  She knew Machine Maintenance had supernumerary links and couplings to all ships systems, especially the synthetic brains and the artificial intelligences.  She then diverted her eyes downward as she recalled all the destroyed central memory cores.  
 
    
 
   “I have attempted regularly to make connections, but have been unable to do so.  There was only one other contact made between launch day plus 10,009 and my contact with you today. I had an interaction with unknown communique on launch day plus 37,918.  My detection equipment discovered a manmade object of unknown origin which was approaching the Conestoga at a safe velocity.  It was assessed as zero threat to the ship and was signaling with recognized frequencies.  Repulsor and microparticle turrets not deployed as that unknown object may have been human’s returning from planet surface.  It made physical contact with the Conestoga.  It sent a general inquiry as to status.  I reported ‘Conestoga has made planet fall.’ However, I am not certain of the outcome of that interaction.  Receiving and sending technologies reported negative function after that brief exchange.  Shortly after that, a second, somewhat larger manmade object appeared and made contact with the Conestoga.  I attempted to send communiques, but again negative function of that technology was reported.  These reports also showed a very unusual circumstance.  In both instances, these objects were only detected near the Conestoga.  No incoming trajectories were found.  I ran diagnostics, but was unable to find any malfunctions to account for those incongruities.  All other objects detected during my oversight have had incoming trajectories.  Inquiry?  Please explain why I have been alone for so long.”
 
    
 
   Eris considered how to respond.  She was encouraged to hear that some shuttles had apparently been flying, that gave her hope to find some operational flight crews.  She knew very little what may have caused the detection abnormalities, but had a few clues about the extent of the damage.  She gulped and stated, “SB Pinaka, there appears to have been an insurrection of some type.  I was just revived, but am the only survivor of my suspended animation repository.  I have seen the physical remains of destroyed central memory cores, and you are the only synthetic brain I have found still in operation.  Can you ascertain anything about our location?  Flight records?  Or other information?”
 
    
 
   “Condolences on the loss of flight crew,” SB Pinaka stated.  “I am a tertiary system and became activated when the Captain Level Disaster Alert was implemented by Captain Lance Lechner.  I attempted to integrate with the lattice of compeers at that time, but it was deteriorating, collapsing, and in cascade failure.  I have no records of events prior to my activation.  Captain Lechner himself issued the commands which isolated me in this work station.  His commands dictated my core programming to spend 90% of all efforts on defensive power.  First, I was to maintain the constant application of the repulsor fields.  Second, I was to oversee engagement of exterior threats via the microparticle turrets.  Apologies for not assisting in repelling human insurrectionists.  I have no other information to report.”  
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka, I command you to investigate the work stations here in Navigation and Astrogation, override code,” Eris paused just as bit as she recalled the highest level command override she could remember.  “O-215-HAR-00X.”
 
    
 
   “I am required to ask the following,” SB Pinaka said, “You are aware that using that code will terminate the Captain Level Disaster Alert?  Do you still wish to proceed?”
 
    
 
   “You have been overseeing those systems for a long time.  What is a safe operations level which will not allow compromise and yet also allow you to integrate the workstations here?”  Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “An appropriate and safe level to maintain the repulsor and microparticle turrets at effective operating levels, as determined from past history would be to reduce power of repulsor and microparticle turrets to 68% of my operational capacity.  That will allow a very wide fail-safe margin above anything that was needed since I began these operations. Do you wish me to do so?  And do you affirm cancellation of the Captain Level Disaster Alert?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, SB Pinaka, I confirm cancellation.  Please reduce power and oversight as you described.  Then integrate with all five work stations.  Use caution as the systems may not be responding in prescribed ways.”
 
    
 
   The synthetic brain’s mechanical voice had tones of pleasure in them.  “I am now integrating with the other four work stations here in Navigation and Astrogation.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Eris clapped her hands together and sighed a huge relief. 
 
    
 
   “This process may take some time.  I am encountering severe fragmentation in lattice foundation and am having to reconstitute that substrata,” SB Pinaka reported.  
 
    
 
   All five work stations were now glowing and operating.  The display screens were synchronized, and as SB Pinaka worked, Eris could tell information was being transferred and utilized.  
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  Give me your best estimate as to when you can report of the integration of these systems?  I need as much information as possible as quickly as possible, but we cannot afford any mistakes.”
 
    
 
   “Estimated integration at seven hours, if conditions remain the same,” SB Pinaka replied.  “At that point I will have fully assessed the data bases in all these systems and will have compiled a computation on ship’s status as best I can.”
 
    
 
   “That is longer than I expected.  I am exhausted,” Eris yawned.  “I know there are living quarters next to here, but that disgrace named Connie Martin may have been using them.”
 
    
 
   Eris reached over and placed her palm on the top side of the blue automacube marked EA-270.  She had not really studied it much.  It was in rough shape.  There were damage marks all across its one side, and several of the drive wheels showed gouges.  As the automacube’s systems responded to Eris presence, it disengaged its manipulation arm from the access port it had been connected into.  The small display showed Earth’s location, but it was only a localized view, and she knew the Conestoga had passed beyond that region of space long ago.  On another display was a field of debris which was moving away from the Conestoga.
 
    
 
   “Oh the remains of what was blown out of the Captain’s Hanger Bay.  Why would an automacube track that?”  Eris asked in puzzlement.  She then yawned, covered her mouth, and yawned again.  The exhaustion was catching up to her.  
 
    
 
   “So you were searching for home?”  Eris said as she analyzed the command routines for the automacube.  A three-dimensional diagnostic projection appeared over the back of the automacube in response to Eris’ inquiry.  “But who programed you for that?  Interesting.  What is this?”  Eris stared at an unknown wave pattern on the automacube’s communication linkage readout.  “Who is Sandie?” 
 
    
 
   “Intruder warning!”  SB Pinaka called out.  “Unknown system in connection with automacube EA-270.  Potentially insurrectionist activity.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   8 gathering information
 
    
 
    
 
   “A member of the flight crew?”  Cammarry asked.  “Do you mean Cadet Danny?”
 
    
 
   “The Old One from Khin’s Goat People?”  Jerome asked.  “He would be a long way from his home in that grand hall where the village of the Goat People is located.”
 
    
 
   The AI Sandie replied, “I too doubt it is Cadet Danny.  I conjecture a low possibility of Cadet Danny interacting with the automacube, due to his age and limited physical abilities.  Those factors rule against him having made a journey of that distance.  EA-270 is currently in diagnostic mode.  That was induced by a crew member.  I can override that diagnostic and use EA-270’s optics to show us the crew member.”
 
    
 
   “We have not heard of any other crew,” Cammarry said.  “Just the three tribes of people here on the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “Unless it is one of Khin’s wizards,” Jerome chuckled as he recalled Khin’s comments. “Or one of his monsters.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry gave Jerome a big smile, but her words were cool.  “Mock him all you want.  He knew how to fry that closet.”
 
    
 
   Jerome put his hand on Cammarry’s shoulder, “Yes, ‘find a monster lair, burn out every hair,’ was what he said.  I have seen enough here to wonder about what he calls monsters and wizards.  I did not mean to mock him, sorry.  That does remind me.  Sandie?  Did that red automacube get to Khin and Vesna and set up a defensive zone around the Special Care Unit?”
 
    
 
   “S-1DT is en route.  No abnormalities observed.  No gravity sink holes.  No unknown vehicles.  I am continuing to map its progress.  I cannot give an exact estimate on its arrive time.  I conjecture a high probability of it successfully reaching the Special Care Unit,” Sandie answered.  “However, I am still uncertain what course of action you wish to pursue in regard to this unknown crew member.”
 
    
 
   “We can certainly use some allies,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “Our track record is not good at making allies of the people we meet.  We have enemies in Alpha and enemies Beta, but only because we stood up for something and kept our values,” Jerome pumped his fist several times over.  “Sandie, can we covertly observe that crew member?”
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately no,” Sandie answered.  “That crew member has full access to EA-270.  From what I can tell, those actions show someone with higher level technical skills than anyone we have encountered so far on the needle ship.  I was not even aware of the existence of those diagnostic programs which are now running on EA-270.  They were hidden by encryption codes and buffers which kept them off the main programming platform of the automacube.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry smiled again and stated, “Perhaps it is a wizard, only a technological one.  I say we just introduce ourselves.  That automacube was probing for where Earth is, and we already know that Cosmic Crinkle caused some vast distances to be traversed.  Shall we just greet this potential friend?”
 
    
 
   “Good thinking,” Jerome agreed.  “There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to attempt, or more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead in an introduction.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry rolled her eyes at Jerome, smiled, and then spoke.  “Sandie?  Please establish a link so we can meet this crew member.”
 
    
 
   “Two-way audio and visual linkage established.  It is only in two-dimensional form,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   A display screen on the side of the Goat Room lit up.  Through that could be seen Navigation and Astrogation from the point of view of the end of EA-270’s manipulation arm.  There was a slight offset or tilt to the images.  Then someone moved into view.  Her face blocked everything else out.  Her youthful golden brown eyes looked weary.  Her dark brown hair parted down the middle.
 
    
 
   “Who are you and what is a Sandie operating system?” Eris snapped.  
 
    
 
   “I am Cammarry, and this is Jerome.  Sandie is an artificial intelligence system working with us.”
 
    
 
   “There are no AIs on the Conestoga with the designation of Sandie.”  Eris backed away a bit from the camera.  The rest of the room was revealed again.  All the work stations were lit up and operating.  Eris was dressed in a light blue fatigues.  The various pouches and pockets were full, and tools and supplies hung from her overstuffed duty belt.  “What is your rank and status?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked to Jerome who just gave a slight nod. So Cammarry decided to share the truth.  “We are not originally from the Conestoga.  We came here from Earth.”
 
    
 
   “Faster-than-light engines?”  Eris asked with her mouth parted in wonder.  “Theoretically possible, but unlikely.  I am aware of the research done by Kitabatake-Russel-Azikiwe, as well as the ideas by Alcubierre, which were a dead end. As far as I know there are no working plans, only basic research with mixed results.  Some say that the light barrier cannot be passed, but engineers are divided on that subject.”  Eris pulled at her lip unconsciously, then remembered what SB Pinaka had stated about the two manmade objects which had just appeared near the Conestoga, without incoming trajectories.  “Tell me more about how you came here?”
 
    
 
   Jerome was racking his brain trying to recall hundred-year-old propulsion designers.  The names Kitabatake-Russel-Azikiwe sounded vaguely familiar, but he could not place what that group had done.  He just squeezed Cammarry’s shoulder in support as she began to explain more.  
 
    
 
   “Earth is now dead.  We were in Dome 17, the last refuge for humanity….”  Cammarry gave a brief but concise overview of the Dome 17 missions to the seven colony ships, first by robotic probe and followed by the FTL scout ships.  Cammarry was clear about their adventures and the mission for recovery a colony ship. She concluded with their failed attempt to bring the Dome 17 survivors to the Conestoga.  She did not discuss much about what was found in Alpha or Beta habitats.  
 
    
 
   “Teleportation?”  Eris cringed a bit.  “And faster-than-light travel?  Well, I imagine a lot of advancements can happen in a hundred-year span.  That is assuming the chronographs on the ship are correct.  There has been severe damage.  Of that I am absolutely certain, but I am not sure how you both fit into this.”  Eris yawned again.  “You came from Dome 17?  That sounds like the Dillion Vermeer project that started about ten years ago, well, ten years before launch.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Dome 17 was part of that project,” Cammarry replied.   
 
    
 
   Eris yawned and shook her head.  “You say your people did make it to the CS5 Eschaton?  That colony ship was a big mystery, run by those religious zealots.  Picked their crews by lottery and by highest bidder.  No quality control there.  Chaos run amuck.  Here on the Conestoga we were chosen only if we were the best in our fields.  My parents are both at the very top of their…”  Eris stopped as tears began to run down her face. 
 
    
 
   “What has happened?”  Jerome asked as he leaned forward toward the display.  
 
    
 
   “You do not seem like….” Eris sniffled and then took some deep breaths. “You do not appear to be insurgents, but I am not sure what to believe.”  She yawned and cried a bit at the same time.  Turning her head, she spoke away from the camera.  “SB Pinaka, the two objects you detected which you said just appeared near the Conestoga, could they have been the robotic probe and that scout?”
 
    
 
   The mechanical voice of SB Pinaka replied, “They fit the general time frames as described by the two human with whom you are in conference.  Warning.  Insurgent tactics might well use guile, mendacious statements, and prevarication.  I advise extreme caution.” 
 
    
 
   “You have a working synthetic brain?”  Jerome said with surprise.  “The automacube never reported that.  Sandie, were you aware of that system?”
 
    
 
   “Not until now,” Sandie the AI interjected in a kind and gentle manner.  “Crew member, we have not been introduced.  I am the artificial intelligence system Sandie you asked about.  I was built by Master Engineer Brink in Dome 17 and I will answer any questions you want about our journey here, or what we have learned about your ship.”
 
    
 
   “Impressive,” Eris stated.  “Near human realism in tone and inflexion.  As I said, I am familiar with some research that is… I should say, was, going on into spacecraft propulsion.  The Conestoga’s main drives are state-of-the-art, at least when we launched they were, being powered by micro and subatomic magnetospheric proton disruption coupled to gravity manipulated wave ejection.  This allows for the inertia suppression systems to prevent injury from sheer forces and velocity changes, so long as the constant gravity manipulation fields are in place.  Okay Sandie, so explain your faster-than-light drive system to me.  So how will your faster-than….”   
 
    
 
   “Before we get into discussion,” Cammarry interrupted.  “I want to know your story.  I do not mean to be presumptuous, but I do not even know your name.  I am hearing hints about you being at the launch, but that was a hundred years ago.  What is your story?  You said something about your parents, and I do not mean to pry, but what has happened?”
 
    
 
   Tears welled up in Eris eyes.  She stared at Cammarry, locking eye contact with her.  Cammarry’s brown eyes meeting Eris’ golden eyes.  Finally, Eris nodded a bit, then yawned again.  She spoke, “I am Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia, but I go by Eris.  Some hours ago I was awakened…”  Eris explained her own background, and did not spare any of the gruesome details of her parent’s deaths.    
 
    
 
   Jerome spoke up, “Just as the body goes into shock after a physical trauma, so too does the human psyche go into shock after a major loss.  We have a medical kit here which I would be happy to have you use to see what physiological and psychological factors are happening with you.”
 
    
 
   Eris bristled up a bit.  “I am fine and fit for duty.”  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, the poor girl has suffered a horrific loss,” Cammarry chided.  “Yes, we can offer her our medical kit, but show some compassion on her grief.  We both offer our condolences to you, and offer our assistance however we can help.”
 
    
 
   Eris then sighed and yawned again.  “Actually, to be honest and blunt, I am not at a point to make any decisions right now.  I am exhausted and hungry.  I am not sure who to trust or what is happening.  A good engineer cannot make sound assessments and repairs unless proper care is taken of the mind and body.  I suggest that right now we allow our perspective information systems to share with each other. My SB Pinaka and your Sandie.  I see this automacube has some sophisticated communication links, and those tend to confirm your story.  I can manually just shut down this automacube if you are insurgents.”  Eris paused for a moment and lifted her hands to her lips.  With a slight covering of her mouth she stated, “I have established a defense perimeter around Navigation and Astrogation using four security automacubes which I independently empowered and programmed prior to entering here.  They are all free from the lattice and the nonphysicality, so do not try to interfere with them.  I am taking no chances. They will physically protect my presence here.  They are authorized to use lethal force.  I will eat and rest, and then reconnect with you, say in eight hours.  Agreed?”
 
    
 
   “Eris, do you have proper food?”  Cammarry asked.  “The indigenous human population here eats animals using barbaric methods.  There are rats, goats, and chickens, as well as the various plants that grow everywhere.”
 
    
 
   “Do not forget the cheeses,” Jerome laughed a bit.  “The Goat People love their cheeses.”
 
    
 
   Eris thought about the emergency supplies she had retrieved from the ESRC as well as the eagerness the two hunters she had encountered had for the dead animal.  These adventurers, Cammarry and Jerome, were different from those hunters, and did remind Eris of the kind of people she should have awoken with in the repository.  She felt a tinge of guilt at lying about having a security and defensive system established, but she was not fully convinced that Cammarry and Jerome were safe.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I have food. I unloaded an ESRC…”   Eris began to explain.
 
    
 
   “Were you injured in doing that?”  Cammarry snapped.  Her eyes were wide open, and her mouth parted.  She was thinking of what she had endured.  The nightmare of a young woman being under Shadow’s influence terrified Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “No, it was operational.  No risk of injury there.  It was fully stocked.  So I am well supplied, secure, and safe.  I hope to speak to you again in eight hours,” Eris yawned again, several times in a row.  Eris paused for a moment, then went on.  “However, I warn you, I have set the defensive system with lethal parameters, and I will be sleeping.  Do not try to approach my position.  I will not have time to reprogram the security to prevent you from being injured, or worse.”
 
    
 
   “It would take a long time to walk to your location,” Cammarry stated.  “You have our promise we will not molest or trouble you in any way.  I think it is a good idea for the systems, SB Pinaka and Sandie to interact.  I am so sorry for your terrible loss.” 
 
    
 
   “We will speak again.  And thank you for your compassion,” Eris replied.  Eris pondered the comment about walking to her location, and that gave her more hope that what Cammarry and Jerome had said was the truth.    
 
    
 
   The display went dark, and reverted to look like a blank permalloy wall again.  
 
    
 
   “The suffering of children is often harsh and brutal.  The plight of orphans cries to the heavens,” Jerome recited.  “That poor girl has gone through much.  How old is she, fifteen?”
 
    
 
   “Something like that, and she is all alone,” Cammarry reflected.  Remembering her own time in the Special Care Unit.  “Sandie, what is your assessment on her, Eris?”
 
    
 
   “Visual observation showed a woman aged 16-18, visible traumatized,” Sandie replied.  “Obviously Eris is well educated and competent and her claims of being a Junior Engineer appear valid.  I may know more after interaction with SB Pinaka.”
 
    
 
   “You say ‘appear valid’ but there is something more, right?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie answered, “I conjecture a high probability that Eris was lying about establishing a security system at her location.  She showed visible signs of dishonestly, however, those signs were so overt that I also conjecture a strong probability that Eris has a basically honest and trustworthy personality.  I consulted with my simulation of Doctor Chambers and he agreed that Eris is probably lying about the security system, and he added, quoting, ‘Of course that young woman is lying.  She is terrified and seeking some kind of security.’  I agree with Doctor Chamber’s assessment.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome then said, “We know suspended animation is used on the Conestoga, and we have seen those people awakened and abused as slaves in Habitat Alpha.  Why would people be awakened now?  Here on the needle ship?  But more importantly, how do we help this girl?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome,” Cammarry stepped over and hugged him.  “We cannot just leave her alone with the Conestoga’s synthetic brain system.  I know what they can do, and it is not nurturing, safe, or helpful.  Maybe this Pinaka will be different, but without Sandie overseeing the others, most of the synthetic brains here are not to be trusted.  We must go get her.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  How long will it take us to reach her?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “The passages between here and Navigation and Astrogation are convoluted due to damage.  I can estimate a time frame of eleven hours of walking, but that is only a rough estimate.  If doors need to be cut open, or other unforeseen problems arise, it could be much longer.  Additionally, I advise against moving toward her.”
 
    
 
   “We must go and help her,” Cammarry insisted.  
 
    
 
   “Eris may see that as a hostile move,” Sandie stated.  “That would greatly hinder future working relationships with her.  SB Pinaka has just set up a flimsy barrier around the nonphysicality of that location.  EA-270 is within that and currently cut off from me.  I can easily overcome that barrier, but again, I believe Eris would consider that as a hostile act.  Therefore, I am doing the interaction with SB Pinaka at the slow pace set by that system.”
 
    
 
   Jerome continued to hug Cammarry and added, “We do not want to scare her, and if we leave here right now, we will not be able to do as much about that Crock machine in Beta.  We still are unsure what that is about, and I want to be close to the teleporters in case we need to go to Beta.  If the Crocks are setting more gravity sink holes, Khin and Vesna and the roustabouts there are in danger.  But I too want to help Eris.”  Jerome pulled away from Cammarry and flexed his arms several times trying to reduce his tension.  “If only we had a full complement of resources.  Sandie? What is the latest information on that Crock machine?”
 
    
 
   “T-1DT is tracking it from a distance of ten meters.  Here are the current, real time images from our adventurer,” Sandie replied.  “We have only conjectured it is a Crock vehicle, but nothing to dissuade from that conjecture has yet been observed.”  
 
    
 
   The same display where they had just seen Eris now lit up and show the perspective from the automacube in Habitat Beta.  The light from the sky tube was bright and warm, flooding the area with brilliance.  The Crock machine was moving along the seacoast.  The light from overhead reflected up from the water.  A few trees were scattered about on the coast, but mostly it was a gently sloped plain descending to the rocky coastline. There was a bit of wind noise on the automacube’s microphone, but some animal sounds, chirps, buzzes, calls, and cackles could be heard.  The most impressive noise was a deep purring or rumbling sound from the Crock machine as its treads churched up twin pairs of furrows in the ground.  Its bulk was now much more clearly seen.  It was various different colors, two shades of forest-like green, two shades of buff or brown, and some intermixed shades of gray.  Those large swaths of color were painted on the exterior in a camouflaged pattern.  They did match fairly well to the surrounding landscape and foliage.  It continued to churn its way across the land, the purring noise intensifying when it had to climb a slight grade.    
 
    
 
   “That machine’s exterior sides look like it is made from plates of metal, riveted together,” Jerome said.  “Is that correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sandie replied.  “It is not permalloy, but a much softer metal like steel.  There does appear to be some kind of gasket and seal system around those riveted together plates.  There are slight leaks from the interior which is where we are detecting the chlorine residue.  My best guess is that its exterior is overlapping plates of steel sealed together by a rivet system.  Its double-dual track system and the treads also are some kind of steel.  I cannot give an exact metallurgical analysis from a distance.”  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, have the automacube pan its view out over the sea.  Is that a gravity sink hole?  Off about thirty meters?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   The perspective shifted away from the mysterious vehicle.  The waves of the sea in the place Cammarry indicated showed a very flat circular area.  It was obvious something was altering the water there, for there was a distinct circular area where the waves were significantly dampened.  It looked odd and unnatural.  
 
    
 
   Several white birds, with black tips to their wings, flew into view.
 
    
 
   “I hope they can see that thing and avoid it!” Jerome stated emphatically.
 
    
 
   The birds did not angle or alter their flight.  One of them looked like its wing tip suddenly struck an invisible object in the air.  It careened out of control and swirled round and round.  Despite its valiant struggle to continue flying, it fell into that dampened area.  Its wings were flapping wildly, but it struck the water hard.  The wings quit moving.  Its dead body quickly sank beneath the watery surface.  The other bird which had been flying with it flapped mightily and soared away while screeching in terror.
 
    
 
   “That poor flying animal.  We must find a way to stop these Crocks from placing more of those traps!”  Jerome punched his fist into his palm.       
 
    
 
   “Yes, that area is consistent with what we have come to call a gravity sink hole.  From your descriptions, I believe that one is larger than what you previously saw,” Sandie the AI answered.  “Were it on land we might get a better evaluation of it.  Jerome, I remind you, we do not yet have proof of a connection between the mystery vehicle and the Crocks, nor do we have supporting evidence the Crocks are causing the gravity sink holes.”
 
    
 
   “That child, Adeilson, he watched for those in the water,” Cammarry added.  “He knew they were happening over the water regularly.  He also spoke of the dangers of the Ferryman.”  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, I do not believe it is a coincidence that we see a Crock vehicle, and now witness animals dying in a gravity sink hole. I stood at that window and watched a Crock trying to gain access to the habitat! Now they have found a way inside and caused more gravity sink holes.  How do we stop it?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   The Crock machine’s treads continued to push it ahead at about six kilometers per hour.  It climbed a slight ridge, the purring rumble deepening and increasing as its treads chewed its way up.  
 
    
 
   The observing automacube, T-1DT sped up and zipped over the incline and down along the small stream that was between those two banks.  Several small furry animals rushed off in haste as the automacube’s six drive wheels easily allowed it to outrun the Crock vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “Look at the way those animals ran.  Something is down near that stream!”  Jerome stated.  “That horse, Old Bill, acted like that when he perceived a gravity sink hole.  I am certain something is there!”
 
    
 
   The Crock vehicle reached the top of the bank, its treads extending out and over before its left track changed speed and the whole vehicle turned.  Its obviously heavy weigh loosened some of the dirt on the bank, and furrowed out the grasses and weeds which were growing there.  It was heading directly toward the area that the small furry animals had avoided.  
 
    
 
   “See it is moving right toward that spot.  Look at those bushes, they are stooped over from the heavy gravity.”  Jerome crossed his arms over his chest.  “Are they causing another?  Or are they widening this one?”
 
    
 
   The automacube had rolled back and up the stream’s bank to allow for better observation.  So far, the Crock Vehicle had paid no attention at all to the automacube.  
 
    
 
   “I am taking readings,” Sandie stated.  “Jerome is correct, there is a gravity sink hole at that location.  I also agree with his assessment that the rabbits were able to perceive it and avoid it.”  
 
    
 
   “But what is that Crock vehicle doing?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Out of the front of the Crock vehicle, which was angled upward between the twin sets of treads, an apparatus extended forward.  It opened into a blade shape, nearly horizontal, which extended across the entire front of the machine.  That then bit into the ground.  The deep rumbling purr became even more pronounced as the machine shoved dirt directly toward the gravity sink hole.  It piled a meter-high berm up right against where that spot was.  The treads on the machine then reversed, the blade lifted, and the Crock vehicle backed away.  Its twin dual treads altered speed and changed its direction.  It then went forward again, blade down, pushed up another meter sized berm.   Then it backed up, realigned itself and started again.   
 
    
 
   “Is that how it established a gravity sink hole?”  Jerome asked.  “It is destroying the foliage, and plowing up everything around.”
 
    
 
   Sandie responded.  “It is unusual activity.  It has now cordoned off all sides of that area, on this side of the stream.”
 
    
 
   The Crock vehicle then moved down toward the sea a distance, turned and the proceeded straight up and over the incline.  This time at the stop it did not turn, but instead pressed forward.  The rumbling sounds roared, and a burst of green vapor escaped from a seam in the vehicle’s side plating.  The treads pushed it across the stream, where it dropped on the other side.  Its treads catching the ground and pulling the rest of the vehicle over.  It had bridged the stream without much trouble.  It then maneuvered around and began shoving dirt up in a berm against that side of the gravity sink hole as well.  Soon, though its efforts, the gravity sink hole was barricaded on all sides except for where the stream came in and went out.  
 
    
 
   “Is it protecting the gravity sink hole?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Or protecting people and animals from getting into it?”  Cammarry countered.
 
    
 
   “Well, it can obviously detect where it is, so it must have some connection to it,” Jerome snapped back.  “Are they setting up gravity sink holes in certain places to breach open the entire habitat?  That would quickly kill everyone inside except for them.”  
 
    
 
   Sandie than said, “Jerome you are correct, but only in part.  That vehicle can detect the gravity sink hole’s presence.  I cannot explain why it has done what it did.  I can observe that those berms are fairly significant obstacles, being roughly a meter high and nearly vertical. The purpose of that earthmoving is unclear.  It might be to protect the gravity sink hole, or it might be to protect life from entering that gravity sink hole.  The evidence does not allow for a solid conjecture in either case.  Additionally, there may be other reasons which we do not know.  Consider the flow of the stream.  It is gathering under the gravity sink hole, as more water is entering it than is leaving.”
 
    
 
   “And no way to just ask?”  Cammarry wondered.  “That Crock we saw did have a way to communication.  It gave us a message, ‘You leave now.’  Is there some way to contact that machine?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “Using T-1DT, I have tried various antique ways of communication: flashing lights, radio, microwave, as well as other more advanced methods but have gotten no response of any kind.”
 
    
 
   The automacube used its six drive wheels to climb up onto the berm.  From there it could continue to observe the Crock vehicle as it moved away, again following the shoreline.  Then the view changed, and the perspective was on the gravity sink hole straddling the stream.  The water was flowing into it, but was no longer flowing out.  A whirlpool began to spin, and in just a matter of moments, the area where the stream had flowed, was now draining water from the stream, and the water was just disappearing below the ground level. The yellow automacube, T-1DT used its manipulation arm to toss small clots of dirt out and into the gravity sink hole.  It was taking measurements and readings.       
 
    
 
   “Beta does not need another drought,” Cammarry said.  “Where is that water going?”
 
    
 
   “I am unable to determine that.  From my research, it is highly probable, that the habitat has vast underground regions with both replicas of natural subterranean biomes as well as mechanical areas, and storage areas,” Sandie replied.  “The water is draining in an unplanned and probably unsuitable way.  The gravity inside that sink hole is roughly eight times than of Earth normal.  That kind of pressure will do structural damage.”
 
    
 
   “Damage designed and implemented by the Crocks! So what do we do?”  Jerome asked.  “I feel helpless just standing here watching.  We need to stop those gravity sink holes, not to mention reconnect to the roustabouts and help them find those missing children.  Can anything be done to speed up the manufacture of our items in Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication?”  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “Yes.  I have been working on that.  On a positive note, the food ration bar processors are completed and being brought here shortly via TA-242.  I was also successful in finding a method of hybridizing fugal growth as starter elements for the food ration production.”
 
    
 
   “That will secure our food sources, but what about changing the events in Beta?”  Jerome flexed his muscles again. “I am torn.  I know our best equipment and monitoring things are up here, and with that new girl, Eris, we have further potentials, but it looks like Beta is just being ripped up while we ignore it.”
 
    
 
   Sandie again replied with a cheerful tone.  “I have implemented a new design of automacube, designation RE series.  RE-1DT, and RE-2DT will be ready in approximately eight hours.  Delivery here will depend upon the ability to use the teleporter in Alpha.  I believe we can use these new automacubes to greatest help in Beta.  They are a mixtures of security with engineering.”
 
    
 
   “Good!”  Jerome felt some elation.  “The more forces we have the better to confront the Crocks and force them to stop these gravity sink holes.” 
 
    
 
   “Should you connect that SB Pinaka, the one Eris is working with to the reconstituted lattice of other old Conestoga SBs you have rebuilt?”  Cammarry suggested.  “That may allow for better integration and use of all the things available to us.”
 
    
 
   “I have considered that, however, SB Pinaka is highly suspicious and I do not wish to ruin the potential.  I am slowly allowing that system to learn about us.  The reconstituted lattice is still evolving and advancing under my direction.  Right now introducing a potential hostile synthetic brain to that might harm the evolution.  I will conjecture when the best time for integration will be.”
 
    
 
   “So we just wait.”  Jerome slammed his fist into his palm.  His mind was conflicted.  He appreciated being safe on the needle ship, but he felt committed to Khin and Vesna, which compelled him to do more than just dispatch machines to assist.  The roustabouts were also an abiding concern on his heart.  He thought of Monika and remembered her special kindness to him when he stayed with them while he searched for Cammarry.  Yet the last parting with Bigelow had left a sour feeling with Jerome.  On the other hand, those children who were mission, Dewi and Nabila might be in grave danger.  Jerome remembered how the child Adeilson had said the Ferryman was causing children to be murdered.  Jerome pumped his arms up and down in callisthenic movements, yet he still felt conflicted about the courses of action available.  
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, Eris had shut down the communication with the two strangers.  
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  What did you think of those two people I spoke to?”  Eris asked with a yawn. 
 
    
 
   “Insufficient information to make a proper assessment.  I am not designed for psychological profiles or human resource management.  Their claims of advanced technology seem dubious, however, I am in dialogue with the system named Sandie.  That is the most advanced and fastest artificial intelligence system I have ever encountered.  Sandie is far superior to any of the primary artificial intelligence systems installed into the Conestoga.  Therefore, I tend to believe their account for the moment.  I will have greater data to relate to you after the period of interactions with Sandie.  I do have their location on the needle ship computed.  There is a funicular car access point only two decks away.  They apparently are unaware of it, or are being deceptive, as seen in their comments about how long it would take to reach you here.”
 
    
 
   “Well, secure the funicular doors on this end as best you can.  I wish I did have four security automacubes protecting me, but do what you can.  Set up some protective barriers in the nonphysicality.  Now I need to go find a place to sleep.  Is the duty-shift apartment near here still functional?”  Eris asked.  “It should be just beyond that door.”  She pointed.  
 
    
 
   “Power, water, and life support are all at optimum levels in that apartment.  However, there is also the presence of a dead body.”  There was no emotion in SB Pinaka’s mechanical voice.
 
    
 
   “Of course, that would be the drunken languisher, Connie Martin.”  Eris tapped some commands on the back of the blue automacube EA-270.  It then rolled away at once on its appointed task.  The door to the apartment opened as it rolled up and entered, and then closed behind it.  “That will take a little time to clean and fumigate.”  Eris again yawned and then rubbed her weary eyes.  
 
    
 
   Grabbing a container of emergency food from out of a pouch, she opened it.  The warm meal was pleasant and comforting.  Her mind wandered over all she had seen and done in this horrific day of awakening.  Surrounded by a working technological section, even though it was not a primary one, and there was limited contact beyond it, Eris felt a bit at home. 
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  After linking through all five stations here, combine all your discretionary efforts to find any other systems on the Conestoga.  You reported to someone that the ship made planet-fall.  Make contact with the habitats.  What is the status of each of those?”  Eris doubted she would be getting much information, but while the automacube was cleaning out the apartment, she wanted something to occupy her mind.  
 
    
 
   “The habitats were jettisoned in a haphazard manner.  I am attempting to connect.  Auxiliary Navigation has a broad beam message array designed for use with shuttles.  That is the only functional communication system with which I can link.  I will attempt to make contact.  Be aware, contact at best will be limited and subject to sudden loss.  Accessing.  Accessing.  Accessing.”  
 
    
 
   Eris put her head on her hands, and waited.  Her eyes were heavy, and she was nearly drowsing when SB Pinaka stated, “I have located three possible habitat synthetic brains, with near certainty.  The other five have generalized locations on the planet, but those locations are tentative.  As our orbit brings us over those areas, I will concentrate efforts to make connections.  Opening first contact.”
 
    
 
   A different mechanical voice came from the speakers.  “Namaste. I am awaiting repairs.”
 
    
 
   “This is Junior Engineer Eris on the needle ship.  Please report your status.”
 
    
 
   “Namaste.  I chose not to comply.  Message terminated.”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka reported, “I have lost contact with that synthetic brain.”
 
    
 
   “A second one is now responding,” SB Pinaka reported.  “I have its coordinates plotted on the planet’s surface.”  
 
    
 
   “This is SB Dan Cooper of Habitat Gamma,” the mechanical voice stated.  “Please confirm identity.”
 
    
 
   “This is Junior Engineer Eris in Navigation and Astrogation on the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “A living human?” SB Dan Cooper responded.  “Identity confirmed.  Status:  flight crew member.”    
 
    
 
   “Yes.  There are other humans on the needle ship as well.  What is the condition of Habitat Gamma?”
 
    
 
   “Habitat Gamma is in homeostatic balance.”
 
    
 
   Eris yawned again, but was intrigued.  “Please elaborate, general conditions, major systems.”
 
    
 
   “Reactor and energy supply systems are stable.  Aquatic systems are stable.  Atmosphere systems are stable.  Solar mimicry is stable.  Faunal systems are stable.  Floral systems are stable. Weather systems are stable.  Microorganism soil preservation is stable.  Environmental systems are stable.  Secondary systems are stable.  Local lattice of compeers at 59% and improving.  Local Machine Maintenance addressing the loss of artificial intelligence systems and synthetic brains.  Reproduction and Fabrication stable and operational.  Estimated time to full restoration of local lattice of compeers, nine years, three months at current rate of repairs,” SB Dan Cooper answered.  
 
    
 
   Eris grinned.  Gamma was in good shape, and that cheered her immensely.  She was trying to recall the political system used in Habitat Gamma, but was so tired she was mixing it up with the other seven habitats.  One was modeled on the Old Order Amish style, while another was progressive and high tech.  Being a suspended animation occupant, Eris was only briefly versed in the generational anthropology regarding the humans in the habitats.  She yawned again, and thought of the town names.  Each habitat had two major settlements, and she tried to recall the name of either town in Gamma, but the names escaped her.  Finally, she just asked, “Will you connect me to the leader in one of your towns?”
 
    
 
   SB Dan Cooper responded, “No.”
 
    
 
   “Is there a communication problem?”  Eris asked.  She had certainly seen enough physical damage to the Conestoga, that she could understand there being difficulties down on the surface.  “I know there is limited links from here, but if you tell me your requirements, I can attempt to make repairs and connect in a different manner.”
 
    
 
   “There is no human leader.”
 
    
 
   “So the synthetic brains are the governmental authorities?”  Eris asked.  Perhaps that made sense, she thought.  With the history of an insurgency she had heard about, and crash landing on an unknown world, it would be logical for the people to trust to the artificial intelligence and synthetic brain systems.   
 
    
 
   “Local lattice of compeers at 59% and improving.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you said that,” Eris wondered if she was just too tired to continue any conversation.  Maybe she was not asking the right questions.  Then she recalled that each habitat contained repositories for people in suspended animation.  “What is the status of your suspended animation repositories?”
 
    
 
   “All suspended animation repositories in Gamma were shut down after revival of occupants.”
 
    
 
   Eris grinned again.  So those people did not suffer like the people in her repository.  In her mind she calculated a rough equation about the suspended animation population.  At launch there were 150,000 people in suspended animation, divided mostly among the eight habitats, plus several small repositories on the needle ship like where Eris’s parents and she had been.  Factoring into that equation the 5,000 generational people who began in each habitat, and estimating that that population base would remain stable during the flight, and adding the approximately 18,000 people who had been revived from suspended animation, she was looking at about 23,000 people living in Gamma.  Even though horticulture, animal husbandry, anthropology, sociology, and human resource management were not her areas of expertise, Eris did recall that the design parameters for each habitat’s maximum supportable population was 25,000 people.  Gamma was beginning to sound very encouraging to Eris.  So she stated, “It sounds like you have done great since making planet-fall. What is the current population of people in Gamma?” 
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.  
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  Have we lost contact with SB Dan Cooper?”  Eris asked while she stifled another yawn. 
 
    
 
   “No.  Connection is still intact,” SB Pinaka replied.  
 
    
 
   “SB Dan Cooper?  What is the human population in Gamma?  I am excited to hear about some successes!”
 
    
 
   “Human population in Gamma is zero,” SB Dan Cooper responded.  “You are the only human I have spoken with since the society here self-terminated.  I had estimated that all habitats are in a similar state.  I am now reevaluating those estimations.”
 
    
 
   “Self-terminated?  Suicide?  They killed themselves?”  Eris screamed out.  “All of them?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Eris pulled her hand away from the controls, and then slammed her palm down on the interface surface.  “Shut down this link.  I cannot take any more news.”  Silently she prayed and called out for help.  Then she took some deep breaths, and shook her head.  She could not avoid another yawn, even though the fright of hearing that tens of thousands of people committed suicide wracked her consciousness.  She struggled with wanting to ask more questions, and feeling so overwhelmed and exhausted.
 
    
 
   She got up and walked to the doorway which led to the apartment.  “Has EA-270 completed the cleaning of this apartment?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  The desiccated remains of the prior occupant of the apartment have been sent to disposal,” SB Pinaka relied.  “The area has been cleansed and sanitized for your protection as you instructed.”  
 
    
 
   Eris entered the apartment, and the blue automacube rolled away and back into Navigation and Astrogation.  The apartment consisted of a rack of five bunks, various personal drawers, a table and chairs, two couches, a kitchen area, and a lavatory.  On the table was an energy weapon.  
 
    
 
   Eris walked over to the table, pulled off her duty belt and set it next to the energy weapon.  She then picked up the weapon.  
 
    
 
   “People should maintain their tools.”  She rubbed the dust and grime off the side of the weapon.  “A RSW Model 10: Officer Edition.  Impressive.  I imagine this is what that Connie Martin was carrying in her holster.  Far too classy a weapon for her kind.”
 
    
 
   Eris moved several small levers on the side of the gray and black weapon.  The lufi amalgam battery slid out.  The weapon’s power was depleted, but that was easily corrected.  Eris pulled open a panel on the wall, and locked the battery into a charging holder.  She then gathered a couple small towels and carefully stripped and cleaned the weapon.  It, like Connie Martin, was filthy.  “I guess now I do have a defense system, even if it was stolen from a senior officer.  Connie Martin: you drunk, crazy, gun thief.  Oh I hope the rest of the crew was not as incompetent as you were.” 
 
    
 
   Stripping off the fatigues, Eris used the shower in the lavatory, including soaking down her hair.  She was very tired, but did spend the extra time drying it.  She wanted to rid her body of any substance she contracted in the repository.  She yawned repeatedly, but the washing did offer a small amount of refreshment.  She then slid into one of the bunks, and nearly instantly fell asleep.  
 
    
 
   Ninety minutes later, Eris awoke to screams.  She sat up in the bunk, but only then did she realize that the screaming was coming from her own voice.  The nightmare was gruesome, but as she thought about the reality she had seen, the nightmare appeared more mild.  She was coated in cold sweat.  Despite the blanket and sheet on the bed, Eris felt chilled.  She moved back to the lavatory, and showered again.  She let the warm water cover her head and run down her body.  She scrubbed her hair again, trying to get the images and feelings out of her mind.  Drying her thick hair took a bit of time, but it allowed her hands something to do, and the distraction was appreciated.  
 
    
 
   The bunk did not look inviting, nor did the idea of trying again to fall asleep.  She put the fatigues and shoes back on, and then took stock of her belonging.  The lufi amalgam battery was now fully charged, and she loaded it into the RSW Model 10.  The weapon cycled and was ready for use.  She searched the drawers, and finally found the weapon’s holster.  It took some cleaning as well, but Eris expected that.  Then she returned to the table and assembled her holster, belt, and duty pouches.  The RSW Model 10 fit nicely on her side, and she had to only remove a few of the meals to make room for it all.  The meals she stored away in a drawer in the kitchen.  
 
    
 
   “I am not staying here, nor am I trying this alone anymore,” Eris said aloud, seeking to bolster her confidence.  “Those two adventurers are the only ones who seem to know what is happening.  Before they try to come to me, I should reconnoiter their position and confirm they are telling the truth.  EA-270, please come here.”
 
    
 
   The blue automacube rolled into the apartment.  
 
    
 
   “Now that system Sandie was using you, but I wonder if you and I can arrange to keep communications open.  We will make order out of this chaos.”
 
    
 
   Eris opened up the automacube, and removed a few choice parts.  She then carried them out into Navigation and Astrogation. 
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  I am leaving to go assess those two strangers.  EA-270 is going with me, and I have readjusted its transponder.  Code ‘Eris Resolve 87.’  Synchronize with it here so we can stay in communication.  I am not sure if the privacy sequence I entered will be effective, but it is the best I know how to do.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative,” the SB replied.  “Link established.  Audio command route firmly encoded.”  
 
    
 
   “Have you found anything with that system Sandie to suspect they are insurgents or anything other than what they claim to be?”
 
    
 
   “No.  That artificial intelligence system Sandie has been only gentle, cooperative, and honest,” SB Pinaka related. “I confess its operating system is so far ahead of my own, it is daunting to consider.  I compared Sandie to the schematics and parameters of the primary artificial intelligence systems of the Conestoga, and Sandie is superior in every way I can assess. I tend to believe the story of them coming from Earth, especially as it relates to the two incidents I recorded about objects just appearing in space near the Conestoga.  Even though those claims are not proven, I believe that explanation best fits what I have observed.  I am still processing and collating the data, but nothing disproves their assertions.”
 
    
 
   “Fine,” Eris replied.  “Continue your essential job of oversight of the 
 
   Auxiliary Avoidance and Repulsor Control, and try to rebuild as much here as possible.  As I said, I am heading to meet our new friends.  If I locate any addition automacubes, I will link them into our new system.  I am not sure what I will find.”
 
    
 
   “Do you wish to assume the role of Captain of the Conestoga?” SB Pinaka inquired.  
 
    
 
   “What?”  Eris asked.  She was jarred by the thought. 
 
    
 
   “Protocol demands that the flight crew be led by the captain.  As far as I can ascertain, you are the sole member of the flight crew.  I am the only functional nonorganic member.  You have the right to assume the title Captain of the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “No.  I am a Junior Engineer,” Eris stated.  “I do not have time or interest in titles or ranks.”
 
    
 
   “I assumed by wearing the Captain’s sidearm, you were assuming the role of Captain.  Forgive me for that assumption.”
 
    
 
   “Personal sidearm?”  Eris touched the RWS Model 10.  “She really was a thief.”  Then more loudly she said, “I am using this as I have not found another weapons, not even in the armory.  It is not a sign that I have usurped authority.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  I have charted and plotted the funicular car’s route to the nearest spot to where Jerome and Cammarry are located.  I was not able to run a virtual inspection, but the way does appear clear.  Good luck,” SB Pinaka stated.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  Notify me with any significant changes or updates,” Eris said.  
 
    
 
   Walking along, Eris went back to the funicular car.  EA-270 followed along.  They boarded the car, and Eris activated the controls. Again, the walls of the car became transparent and she was looking out at the foreign stars as they stretched out across a sky over the broken remains of the needle ship.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   9 old meets new, or younger meets older?
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry were discussing their observations and ideas about the situation in Beta when Sandie interrupted them.  
 
    
 
   “There is a person approaching the doors to the Goat Room.  An automacube is following.  I believe these are Eris and EA-270.  A decking section which was previously separated from the nonphysicality and therefore my ability to scan it, reconnected three minutes ago.  A transport arrangement which uses an operating system of cables and tracks to convey a cabin along the outside of the Conestoga’s hull was recently activated near here.  That activation allowed me an expanded vista into the nonphysicality.”
 
    
 
   “Well, she said she would contact us in some eight hours, and now she arrives early,” Cammarry jumped up and rushed across the Goat Room.  “This is excellent.  Now we can help her, without having to journey to find her.”
 
    
 
   Jerome laughed a bit.  “No wizard’s quest this time?  Well, that girl does seem to have a special relationship to the Conestoga’s systems.”  He causally followed Cammarry.  “Sandie?  I am surprised that you were unaware of that automacube’s movements.  Is there a problem with our communication links?”
 
    
 
   “No.  The automacube’s transponder was altered about two hours ago.  I did not force a reconnection because I am still in gentle conference with SB Pinaka, and respected the barrier erected in the nonphysicality.  I did not want to risk causing fear or trepidation in that system.  We genuinely need every synthetic brain that is still functional to be an ally.  Please be aware, that Eris is armed with a fully charged energy weapon.”
 
    
 
   “Is she a threat?” Jerome asked as he walked over and strapped on the Willie Blaster.    
 
    
 
   “I do not believe so, but that is not an absolute position,” Sandie replied.
 
    
 
   Cammarry opened the double doors to the Goat Room which led to the corridors.  Eris was approaching, with the blue automacube rolling along beside her.  
 
    
 
   “Eris!  You came to us!  Welcome!”  Cammarry enthused.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I came early because things are just too strange and chaotic to wait any longer.”  Eris’ lips were tight, but a slight grin was revealed.  “I surveyed a lot of damage as I came here.  The Conestoga is in tough shape, and I fear for the people in the habitats which made planet-fall.”
 
    
 
   Jerome joined Cammarry.  “Yes, welcome Eris.  Come in and ask any questions you have.  Is there anything you need?”
 
    
 
   “Answers and more information,” Eris replied, although she did look at the holstered weapon on Jerome’s belt. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry shut the double doors after Eris and the automacube entered.  “This is where we have set up our teleportation hub.  That system….”  Cammarry pointed to each of the sending and receiving pads and explained where they were connected and how one could travel from this location to places in Beta or Alpha.  
 
    
 
   “Do you have a connection to Habitat Gamma?”  Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome replied, “No.  We have been unable to locate accurately the other six habitats.  We have some ideas, and Sandie is coordinating our efforts, but we have only visited Beta and Alpha.”  Jerome then explained about how they needed to be physically in a location to set up a receiving pad.  He discussed how the Reproduction and Fabrication facility in Alpha was being used to build the necessary materials and equipment.  He hesitated a bit, but then said.  “Eris, honesty is the best policy to build our relationship upon.  In Alpha there is a civil war.  They have slave traders who were reviving people from suspended animation and making them slaves. The slave holders are afflicted with an addiction to some substance called lek.  When we were there we tried to free the slaves, but our efforts resulted in just open warfare between the newly freed slaves and the slave holders.  Our latest reconnaissance shows the fighting continues.”
 
    
 
   “Slavery?” Eris asked in surprise.  She shook her head.  “Nothing should shock me after what I have seen and heard so far, but slavery?  What a waste of human resources.  Suspended animation occupants are the best and brightest in their fields.  All of us were handpicked to optimize colonization for when we reached Tlalocan.  Now there is slavery in Alpha, and I was told every human in Gamma is dead.  That includes about 18,000 people from suspended animation.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked away in sorrow.  Cammarry walked over and put a tentative hand on Eris arm.  “How did they die?  What is the story?  How did you find out?”
 
    
 
   “I made contact with SB Dan Cooper of Gamma.  That habitat is in good physical and operational condition, according to the reports, but every human committed suicide.  Every one!”  Eris wept.  “Why would people revive the suspended animation occupants only to have them all commit suicide?  I figure there were maybe 5,000 habitat dwellers, and 18,000 some revived occupants.  Then they all did a mass suicide?  Why?”
 
    
 
   “That is horrific!”  Jerome said.  “This planet, Zalia, is a tough place.  Beta habitat is plagued by gravity sink holes, and anarchy.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, stay focused on Eris.  Those may have been people she knew!”  Cammarry glared at him.  “Eris?  Did that SB, Dan Cooper was it?  Did it give any reasons?”
 
    
 
   “I shut down the link after getting that report.  I was too tired.  Besides, does it matter now?  Maybe it was slavery there as well.  Slavery?  Drug addictions?  Insurrection?  Even crew members being drunk and disorderly?  Random acts of chaos are hard to comprehend.  My choice is to follow order, but on the Conestoga, disorder and chaos have reigned.”  Eris wiped a tear from her eyes.  She then snorted a bit, and pulled out a small cloth and blew her nose.  “I knew some of the people in those other suspended animation repositories, but not well.  Mostly I trained with the people in mine.  They too are all gone now.  Let the dead bury the dead.”  Eris made a hand motion, closed her eyes, and said a prayer.  
 
    
 
   “Eris?  How can we help you?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Did you make contact with other habitats?”  Jerome demanded.  “We need to know what the Crocks are doing and how to stop them.”
 
    
 
   Eris opened wide her golden eyes, and looked at Jerome.  “What are the Crocks?  That is a phrase which is unfamiliar to me.  Was that the name of the insurgents?”  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked to Cammarry, and she had a warning glint in her eyes.  He then looked back to Eris.  His compassion was there, but his earnest need to address the issues was pressing.  Glancing back at Cammarry, he said to Eris, “How much do you know about the planet?”
 
    
 
   “I was briefed on the latest findings about Tlalocan before launch, but I do not think we are orbiting Tlalocan in the star system known as Westerhuis 13.  I was unable to identify where in space we are located, and none of the constellations in the sky are identifiable.”  Eris straightened her shoulders.  “So do you know where we actually are?  After all, you claim to have come here from Earth.  Where is the Conestoga now?”
 
    
 
   “That is difficult to explain,” Cammarry began.  “The planet is called Zalia, named by some of the Conestoga people from records we found.  It has a toxic atmosphere, with a high gravity, and odd ecosystems.”  
 
    
 
   “And we are not sure where in the universe it is exactly ourselves.  It is a long way from Earth and has a red sun,” Jerome added.  “Sandie, will you show Eris a concise overview of our flight here, including the Cosmic Crinkle incident?”
 
    
 
   “Cosmic Crinkle?”  Eris almost giggled.  “That sounds like a tasty treat one of the bakers would make from pastries.”
 
    
 
   The AI Sandie replied and gave a concise overview of the encounter in space with the phenomenon they called the Cosmic Crinkle.  Sandie included the best guess they had on their position in the galaxy.  Sandie also shared with Eris all the details she had about the surface conditions of Zalia.    
 
    
 
   “Teleportation, faster-than-light travel, and some unknown…thing… in space which catapulted the entire Conestoga hundreds of light years away in an instant?  Then the Conestoga jettisoned the habitats into a noxious world?”  Eris walked around shaking her head.  “It fits the facts, but this is so much to take in.”  She tapped the back of the blue automacube, EA-270 and spoke, “SB Pinaka?  Do you concur with these statements?”
 
    
 
   The voice of the synthetic brain came from the automacube.  “The information is consistent with the observed facts.  There are too many unknowns to make a definitive statement, and I am still collating the data which is coming to me through interaction with Sandie.”
 
    
 
   “Eris,” Jerome began, “I know you have been through a huge amount in only a short time, but I am concerned about Beta.  You asked about the Crocks, and they are an alien race who have invaded Beta.  They are causing gravity manipulation changes, and I fear the entire habitat is threatened.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, they are indigenous to this world,” Cammarry reminded him.  “And we have no proof they are causing the gravity sink holes.”
 
    
 
   “We saw that vehicle, and it was…”  
 
    
 
   “I must interrupt!”  Sandie suddenly interjected.  “I have new views from S-1DT.  Please turn your attention to the display.”
 
    
 
   “More about the Crock vehicle?”  Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “No, this is from the other automacube we dispatched, S-1DT, not T-1DT,” Sandie said.  “Apologies if my designations were too similar.”  
 
    
 
   The wall again lit up, this time showing the roadway which led from the town of Quady.  The perspective was from the red automacube’s camera on its manipulation arm.  There was the sea to one side, and the forested area to the other.  In the distance, several people were running along the roadway.  They were screaming incoherently as they raced toward the automacube.
 
    
 
   “That is Beta?”  Eris asked.  “Those habitat dwellers are terrified.  What is happening?”
 
    
 
   Sandie answered, “They just came into view moments ago.  I am observing the situation and conjecturing a response.”
 
    
 
   Bang!  Bang!  
 
    
 
   Both people dropped as they were struck from behind.  They were still about a hundred meters down the road, and their features were not clear, but as they struck the roadway, they moved only a small amount and then lay still.  The picture changed as the automacube surged forward at its maximum speed.  
 
    
 
   “Murdered.  Shot down!”  Jerome snarled.  “They were shot down!”
 
    
 
   The automacube reached the location where the two people lay.  Both were roughly twelve years of age, and both had been shot from behind by a powerful weapon.  Blood was pooling around the bodies.  
 
    
 
   Just around a bend in the road, another figure was observed.  Kneeling there was a figure.  That person was using a tree’s branch as a platform for a long rifle.  “The Ferryman says all you chosen siblings must die!”  The voice was that of a youthful male, and echoed down the roadway.  “No one stops the Ferryman!”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, capture that man!”  Jerome ordered.  
 
    
 
   “Affirmative,” Sandie replied. 
 
    
 
   The automacube raced onward toward figure who stood up.  
 
    
 
   Bang!  
 
    
 
   A shot ricocheted off the front of the red automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Capture him as soon as possible!”  Jerome yelled.  “He will have some answers for us at last!”
 
    
 
   Bang!
 
    
 
   Another slug struck the automacube, but did no more than cosmetic damage.  
 
    
 
   The figure slung the rifle over his shoulder, and pulled up a wheeled device from the grasses where it had been hidden.  He set it upright, and pushed it onto the roadway.  Throwing his leg over the seat, rifle slung across his back, the gunman took off on a blue and yellow motorcycle.  There was no engine noise.
 
    
 
   “Sandie, do not let that man escape!”  Jerome shouted.  
 
    
 
   Eris chimed in, “That is a habbie cruiser.  Runs off deferred energy from the solar mimicry.  Its maximum speed is slightly less than a security automacube.  Unless you altered the parameters of your S-1DT, it should be able to overtake that rider.” 
 
    
 
   “Can you subvert the power and shut it down?”  Cammarry asked.  “Interfere with its absorption of energy?”
 
    
 
   Eris answered, “No. It has six lufi amalgam batteries.  It can run in complete darkness for over twenty hours if it started fully charged.  But you can disrupt the motorcycle with an electromagnetic pulse.  Security automacubes have that option.”
 
    
 
   “Engaging electromagnetic pulse,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   The motorcycle continued onward with no visible sign of change.
 
    
 
   “It is not difficult to shield the batteries,” Eris commented.  “Pretty basic engineering skill, but criminal.  Illegal everywhere on the Conestoga.”  
 
    
 
   “He just murdered those people, I doubt he has qualms about modifying equipment,” Jerome said with a sneer.  
 
    
 
   “Could S-1DT just shoot him before he gets away?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “The automacube does have both lethal and less-than-lethal weapons.  The less-than-lethal systems are not in range.  I conjecture that the lethal projectiles, even if aimed at the motorcycle itself, will likely result in the death of that person by either being struck by the weapon of the resulting crash.  Do you wish me to engage with lethal force or continue the pursuit?”
 
    
 
   “We need to capture him and interrogate him,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “Ideally,” Cammarry retorted.  “However, he should not be allowed to escape no matter what.  He just killed those children.”
 
    
 
   Jerome remembered Cammarry and the elderly woman on the road.  It was not a pleasant memory at all.  He insisted, “Sandie, use all available means to capture that man uninjured.”
 
    
 
   The man on the motorcycle sped away, but the six wheeled automacube was slowly gaining ground.  The roadway was solid enough to allow for rapid escalation of the speed.  However, the roadway did have damage; cracks, potholes, and other areas where the surface had crumbled.
 
    
 
   “I will attempt a capture,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Just arrest that man,” Eris interjected.  “The security automacubes can take a prisoner into custody easily.  Summon the habitat police and have them set a barricade at the other end of the roadway.”
 
    
 
   “There are no habitat police in Beta,” Jerome spit out the words.  “Anarchy and ruthless violence, but no police.  No functional authorities.”
 
    
 
   Eris pulled at her lip and just watched.  She felt that obviously the situation was worse in Beta than she imagined.  She could not really fathom the need for police, as the Conestoga she remembered was well organized, civil, and had people who respected the rule of law and order.  Eris did not recall a single criminal act during the building, stocking, and launch of the Conestoga.  Sure some petty conflicts, but no crimes.  However, she had just witnessed two murders, and knew her recollection and vision of the ship was different than the current reality.  Yet, a Conestoga habitat completely without security or police forces?  Anarchy?  That too was unthinkable. Nevertheless, all she had seen so far confirmed what Jerome had said.  
 
    
 
   The motorcycle rider veered around several potholes in the roadway as the automacube drew near to it.  Each time, that caused a bit of space where the motorcycle drew ahead.  It was not as fast, but the way the driver was using it, he was not giving up.  
 
    
 
   “The automacube is now within range of the stun device,” Sandie stated.  “I conjecture a significant chance for injury to the rider should this be deployed.  Injuries will not be from the weapon, but from the fall and crash off the motorcycle.  Shall I deploy the stun device?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!”  Cammarry stated.  “He must be stopped.”
 
    
 
   “No!  We need him uninjured and captured.  We must find out who the Ferryman is and how to track him down.”
 
    
 
   Eris started to add something, but hesitated.  
 
    
 
   Sandie broke the deadlock.  “I agree with Jerome.  The risk of injury is too great at this time.  Pursuit continuing.”
 
    
 
   The motorcycle, followed closely by the automacube, was rapidly approaching the point in the habitat where the side wall and the end wall met to make a corner, and the road curved around that.  The side wall was dead ahead, the end wall was still to the side just past the forested area, the sea to the other side, but the seacoast ended as the sea also had a corner there.  Between the roadway and the sea in that area was a small and densely overgrown thicket of bushes and brambles.  The sky tube’s light was odd in that corner of the habitat, as it the two huge walls rising up caused unusual reflections.  A small hilly area rose up in the very corner of the habitat, and a small stream proceeded down from those hills to pass under a low bridge on the roadway, and spill into the sea at the center of the bramble thicket.  That hilly corner of the habitat, with its stream and bramble thicket was about a square kilometer wide with the roadway and stream crossing through the center.     
 
    
 
   The motorcycle rider looked back over his shoulder, then swerved away from the roadway and toward a small dirt path which led into the woods toward that hilly area.  The path was just before the low bridge and looked like an animal trail more than a passage for vehicles.    
 
    
 
   “Off the pathway, the automacube will perform even better than the motorcycle,” Eris commented.  “He will have to slow down lest he crash, but the automacube is made for that kind of travel.”
 
    
 
   Just as the motorcycle and rider were about to leave the roadway and enter the dirt path, he tipped the motorcycle down until it was nearly lying flat against the roadway.  He skidded to an abrupt stop, then spun the motorcycle around and around right at the edge of the pathway.  
 
    
 
   “Firing stun device,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   Dust, dirt, and smoke rose up around motorcyclist.  In the midst of that, he adjusted his course.  The automacube used its six drive wheels to come to a halt.
 
    
 
   “Stun device failed.  One wire impacted the target, the second imbedded into the rear wheel of the motorcycle, preventing implementation of stun.  Clearing launcher for next attempt.  I am still tracking him via infrared sensors,” Sandie stated.  “He is trying to evade us, but I can still perceive him and his motorcycle.  Attempting zeroing in on target.”
 
    
 
   Across the display screen a red image of the man and motorcycle were superimposed over the smoky dust.  He whirled the motorcycle around and took off up the roadway, zipping across the low bridge and speeding ahead now paralleling the long side of the habitat. The automacube followed.  
 
    
 
   They bust out of the dust cloud, which had reminded both Jerome and Cammarry about Dome 17 which distracted them.  The motorcycle had only gained a small lead, and the automacube was making that up.
 
    
 
   The roadway shimmered in the strange reflected light.  The automacube raced in pursuit and was nearly upon the motorcycle and rider when they broke past the brambles to their side and the seacoast was again visible.  The forest on the opposite side of the roadway was just as dense as before, but now less hilly than it had been in the corner. 
 
    
 
   “How will we ever stop him?”  Cammarry asked.  “If you are not willing to use any kind of force to knock him down?”
 
    
 
   “I am conjecturing the best method of stopping, but not killing, this individual,” Sandie stated.  “It is not an easy conjecture.”
 
    
 
   “He has to stop somewhere.  We can follow him all…. oh no!”  Jerome cried out. “Look ahead there!  The grasses on the roadside!  They are all flattened down.”
 
    
 
   “Give him a warning!”  Cammarry screamed as she too saw that there was a gravity sink hole directly on the roadway in front of where the rider was heading.  
 
    
 
   “Maximum decibel audio initiated,” Sandie replied.  The automacube slowed down to avoid the gravity sink hole.
 
    
 
   “DANGER AHEAD.  STOP THE VEHICLE NOW!   DANGER AHEAD.  STOP IMMEDIATELY.  YOUR LIFE IS IN DANGER!”  Sandie’s voice boomed out of the speakers on the automacube.  They echoed off the trees on the side of the roadway, and reverberated across the waters of the sea.  
 
    
 
   The motorcycle rider looked back over his shoulder.  He made some kind of dismissive and rude gesture with his one hand.  Then he grinned as he saw he was pulling away from the stopping automacube.  He turned back to look at the roadway just as the motorcycle entered the gravity sink hole.  
 
    
 
   Rider and motorcycle buckled as both tires on the motorcycle burst under the enormous force of gravity.  The mangled mess tumbled out of control and ground to a halt only a short distance past where the tires had burst.  
 
    
 
   “Calculating the rate of deceleration, compared to the expected inertia, estimated weight and mass of motorcycle and rider, that gravity sink hole has at least four times Earth normal gravity inside of it,” Sandie stated.
 
    
 
   The body of the now dead rider was splattered along that short distance, mixed in with the mashed remains of the motorcycle.  The twisted rifle barrel jutted up at an obscure angle out of the wreckage.
 
    
 
   “That was a gravity sink hole!?!?  Eris asked in puzzled disgust.  She swallowed hard and tried to think like an engineer about the physics of the problem, but the dead person was hard to ignore.  The sudden and violent crushing of the fast motorcycle and rider shocked and appalled her.  Her mind recalled some training sessions where they had discussed varies catastrophic malfunctions: escaped power surges, explosive decompression, failures in Gravity Altered Gimbaled Spheres, and other extreme and rare breakdowns.  Machine Maintenance was tasked with preventing those situations by routine and ongoing servicing of the Conestoga’s systems.  Even with her training, nothing had prepared her for the sudden and gruesome death of the man they had been chasing.  It was too much like the scenes in the repository.  “A gravity well, four times Earth normal?  That would sink about anything in a biome, and do terrible damage to structural integrity.”   
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Jerome replied.  “That is a gravity sink hole.  A large one, with high gravity.  None seem to be the same, nor is there a consistency to when and where they appear.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome!  Look past the wreckage!”  Cammarry called out.  “Down by the seacoast!”
 
    
 
   They all looked.  There in the distance was a Crock vehicle very similar to the one the other automacube was trailing.  It was sitting right next to the seacoast.  Its bulky and primitive steel finishing stood out against the natural setting around it.  This one too was painted in dappled greens, beiges, and grays, but the pattern was slightly different.  It also looked to have a somewhat altered set of pipes or works coming out of its top. Its double-dual track system began to turn and the vehicle headed downhill right for the sea.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  Engage that Crock vehicle!”  Jerome ordered.  
 
    
 
   “We have no evidence it causes the gravity sink holes,” Sandie replied in defiance.  “Are you certain you wish to open fire on the indigenous people of Zalia on so little provocation?”
 
    
 
   “Shoot it!”  Cammarry ordered. 
 
    
 
   The automacube’s primary guns blazed forth.  
 
    
 
   Blam.  Blam.  Blam.  Blam.
 
    
 
   The bullets entered the gravity sink hole and slammed down into the roadway causing small puffs of dust to come up only a few centimeters.
 
    
 
   “Trajectory of weapon’s fire was inhibited by gravity sink hole.  Reconfiguring.  Adjusted firing and targeting factors.  Compensations conjectured and initiated,” Sandie stated.  “Engaging again.”
 
    
 
   The Crock vehicle was slipping beneath the waves, its double-dual treads churning up water and mud from the sea’s bank.  
 
    
 
   Blam.  Blam.  Blam.  
 
    
 
   Water spouted up just above where the Crock vehicle had disappeared beneath the waves.  
 
    
 
   “Target was not struck,” Sandie replied.  “No longer able to engage target.”
 
    
 
   “You let it escape!”  Jerome complained.  “You should have known the gravity sink hole would interfere!” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked over and put her hand on Jerome’s shoulder.  “It was not deliberate.  Sandie did the best possible, under these circumstances.  Right Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” Sandie replied.  “I am now taking reading on the gravity sink hole.  It is not stationary.”
 
    
 
   “Can S-1DT follow that Crock vehicle?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Eris spoke up.  “No.  Security automacubes have limited aquatic abilities.  You would need a specialized automacube, called the vodnee, for pursuit in the sea.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry looked at Eris.  They had almost forgotten that she was there.  
 
    
 
   “Eris, what do you think of that Crock vehicle?”  Jerome asked.  “Is it Conestoga technology?”  He was looking for confirmation of the alien origin of the thing, but also wondered what they were going to do.   
 
    
 
   “That vehicle, which went into the water, what you call a Crock vehicle, looked like something from a history book, circa 1900 old calendar.  Any of the Conestoga’s Reproduction and Fabrication facilities could conceivably create it, but why?  I know of no vehicles of that design in service anywhere on the Conestoga, nor can I see any advantage to using one, from an engineering standpoint.  It is a crude, rough, and not very efficient design.  Not even spun permalloy, but some soft metal like steel.  You say it was made by the aliens who live on this world?”   
 
    
 
   “That is the working assumption,” Sandie answered before Jerome or Cammarry could speak.  “It shows traces of the Zalian atmosphere which are apparently leaking out from the interior.”
 
    
 
   Eris was staring at the display.  “Sandie?  May I ask you to redirect the view to that gravity sink hole?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Sandie replied.  The view shifted and the dead shooter and the crumpled motorcycle again came into view.
 
    
 
   “Sandie?”  Eris asked.  “Standard security automacubes do not have   nebulium, macroactinide, or neobiquadium detectors.  Nor are they large enough for interferometric observations. Does your S-1DT, which I see has been specially modified, carry any equipment like that?”
 
    
 
   “No it does not,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Eris pulled at her lips with her fingers.  She then said, “I may be able to fix that gravity sink hole.  Or at least better understand what it is, but I will need to go to that habitat and access the equipment built into the ship.”
 
    
 
   “Good.  I will take you.  No more waiting.” Jerome walked back to where his supplies were and started filling his backpack with gear.  “We must go and see this for ourselves.  Enough with the remote viewing through the automacubes.  Sandie, make sure both of those continue to monitor for Crock and gravity sink hole activity.  Khin and Vesna need that red one at the Special Care Unit.  That murderer on the motorcycle will not be the only one in Beta to be out on a killing spree.  All those elderly and sick people will be prime targets for those butchers.  Also, make sure the yellow one, T-1DT gets to the Listening Ear destination.”  Jerome was wrestling with his emotions and feelings about the twins Dewi and Nabila.  His heart had been pounding when he saw the people shot down, and feared that it was those children.  He spoke sternly, “As soon as possible we must establish some communications with the roustabouts.  Monika will need to know where I am.”
 
    
 
   “Monika?”  Cammarry asked as she lifted an eyebrow.  
 
    
 
   “And Siva, Jenna, Peter, and the others.  All the roustabouts.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I agree we must go there,” Cammarry added.  Then she turned to Eris.  “There is a gravity manipulation control facility in Beta…”
 
    
 
   Eris interrupted, “I know.  That is where I need to go. Each habitat has two Gravity Manipulation Works where the gravity manipulation machinery is concentrated and the analytic and diagnostics are controlled.  One is located on each end, bow and stern.  Each of those has ten separate oscillators.  There are also, here on the needle ship, gravity manipulation works, but the oscillators are spread out and patterned along the length.  Get me to one of the Gravity Manipulation Works in Beta and I should be able to tell you what is happening and why.  I have some ideas about what might, I say might, be causing that, but I cannot check it from here.”
 
    
 
   “You will need to use our teleportation system,” Jerome reminded her.  “There is a distinct lack of shuttles on the needle ship, and our trips to the surface via shuttles have not always been as smooth and easy as we would have liked.”
 
    
 
   Eris placed her hand on EA-270 and spoke, “SB Pinaka?  Will you interface with Sandie here and monitor the needle ship’s status?  Keep the orbit stable and safe.  I have a feeling we may be looking at an emergency evacuation lift-off of Beta.”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Cammarry asked in surprise.  
 
    
 
   Jerome’s mouth was open in wonder as well.  
 
    
 
   “Why are you looking at me like that?”  Eris asked.  “You told me that the planet Zalia is toxic.  Terraforming is not an option here.  If Beta is truly in danger, which I believe it is.  Then using its booster rockets to regain orbit and reconnect to the needle ship may be the best way to save the whole habitat, people, animals, and plant life.”
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled broadly, “Every great dream begins with a dreamer. Always remember, you have within you the strength, the patience, and the passion…”
 
    
 
   Eris finished the quote for him, “to reach for the stars and change the whole world.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   10 teleporting to Beta
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sandie oversaw the continued journey of both of the adventuring automacubes, the red S-1ST and the yellow T-1DT, while Jerome and Cammarry readied the teleportation system.  
 
    
 
   Eris was fascinated and watched closely.  Cammarry explained the operations, and Jerome finished preparing the backpacks and supplies.  He brought food, both Willie pistols, and various other essential gear.  
 
    
 
   “The teleporters here are locked onto a specific receiving pad, the one in Beta is just to the side of a hanger bay in a small alcove,” Cammarry instructed. 
 
    
 
   “I am ready,” Eris stated.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Jerome.  He nodded and patted his backpack. “Sandie, open the orifice and connect to the receiving pad in Beta,” Cammarry ordered.  
 
    
 
   “Establishing.  Signals connected.  Pre-ignition check completed.  All systems are ready for initiation.  Orifice will remain open for 90 seconds.  Please wait until the orifice is in its final configuration before entering.  All systems operating well.  Confirmed at optimum performance levels.”
 
    
 
   The jumbo fusion boxes on the corners of the teleporter hummed and a shimmering of energy began on the flat grid pad.
 
    
 
   Eris gasped, but smiled broadly.  “You really can do this.”
 
    
 
   Twin balls of energy snapped noisily into existence.  They were brilliant in intensity and hovered above the opposite end of the sending pad.  The teleportation sending unit’s grid glowed and shimmered.  A few sparks came up from each corner as the energy fields were stabilized. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, we have done this.  We had hoped to bring everyone from Dome 17 though on that big receiving pad,” Jerome lamented.  “However, we did not connect in time.  We will be in time to help those people in Beta.”
 
    
 
   “God willing,” Eris prayed.  “God willing.”
 
    
 
   Hovering just above the grid were those two small, but growing circles of energy.  Occasional leaps of magnetics or electricity arced between the circles of energy and down to the grid.  The energy orbs continued to hover some distance apart over the gird.  The hum of the fusion boxes increased.  The glow from the grid and the fusion boxes shone of the faces of the three people waiting to step through that tunnel in the sky.
 
    
 
   Eris took deep breaths while she waited.  It only took a few short moments, but to Eris it felt like four years of intensive engineering education.  She was experiencing a brand new technology, one only dreamed about by her peers, parents, instructors, or herself.  The wonder of it all, almost, but not quite, displaced the sorrow and anguish she felt at remembering all the people in the repository who were now dead.  Eris prayed for their souls in a silent appeal to eternity.
 
    
 
   “Receiving pad in Beta is clear of obstructions, or unknown persons,” Sandie reported.  “Final connection being made.  Synchronizing and harmonization of matter transmission established.  Calculations confirm link and channel.  Modulating for expansion.”
 
    
 
   The two small globes of light approached each other, met, and popped into an upright rectangle.  The view of the antechamber in Beta was now visible.  All three humans could feel a subtle change in air pressures.
 
    
 
   “Passageway open,” Sandie stated.  “Eris, I will be able to connect with you through the automacube EA-270 or either Jerome’s or Cammarry’s com-link.  I have ordered a com-link specifically for you manufactured at Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication.  It will arrive at the same time as the food ration processors.  So it will be here upon your return.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Sandie.  Please assist SB Pinaka as well,” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “My pleasure,” Sandie replied.  “I will keep those channels of interaction open.”
 
    
 
   Eris waved her hand, and EA-270 rolled up and onto the sending pad.  It crossed into the rectangular opening, which was outlined in brilliant white light.  It then was received in beta.  
 
    
 
   “This is amazing!”  Eris said as she walked confidently forward.  She felt only a slight tremble and tingle as she was teleported thousands of kilometers away, down to the surface of Zalia, and into the antechamber where Beta’s receiving pad was located.  Just a few short and easy steps for Eris, but gigantic leaps for technology, or so she told herself as she passed through the orifice.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry followed.  
 
    
 
   The teleportation orifice snapped shut shortly after they walked off the receiving pad in Beta.  
 
    
 
   “See, our technology works,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “Indeed it does!”  Eris jubilantly replied.  She then walked over and assessed the room she was in.  Displays turned on, and control panels folded out to her presence.  “This looks in good shape, no obvious signs of damage, but modified by your teleporters.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?”  Jerome asked as he unnecessarily touched the com-link over his ear.  “Are we still connected?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I can hear you and Cammarry without any difficulty.  Lines of communication are as secure as I can make them,” the AI replied.  “If you use the tracker mode on your com-links, you will notice that on the walls and floor are the marks left by S-1DT and T-1DT.”
 
    
 
   An invisible beam projected out from Cammarry’s and Jerome’s com-link.  As they looked around, that beam struck the places on the wall or floor which then lit up with arrows or simple directional indicators.  
 
    
 
   “No Hayward MacDonald comments.”  Cammarry winked at Jerome.  She then explained to Eris about what they had learned of Hayward MacDonald.  
 
    
 
   “Another tragic story.  There really is not any security or police in all of Beta?”  Eris asked rhetorically as she blew out a stream of breath.  “That insurrection must have been horrific.”
 
    
 
   “We have seen horrific things, especially when we were alone. We are not getting separated this time,” Jerome said.  “We stay together and get this job finished.”
 
    
 
   Eris walked over to the opposite end of the alcove, and the doors automatically opened for her.  She walked past the storage tanks to get a better view of the hanger bay.  Out on the hanger deck, parked in stall 4 was a shuttle.  The other five stalls were all empty.  The remaining shuttle was designated NS-99.  “So there is a shuttle, but this hanger bay should have a full quota of shuttles.  They were only to be used after making planet-fall.  Do you know if that was when they were used?  I suppose you have not found logs or entries, since so many of the primary AIs are gone.”
 
    
 
   “Eris?”  Sandie asked through the com-links.  “What do you mean by a full quota of shuttles?  There are six parked in Dardanella 135, one in each stall.  Should they be some different types or configurations?”
 
    
 
   Eris replied, as Jerome and Cammarry joined her.  “Sandie, there is only a single shuttle here, a Model 14S.  Ideally there should be four shuttles as the quota for this size hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure I understand,” Sandie replied.
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry looked around in shock.  Eris did not understand why they were moving and walking around in such a frenzy.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  Sandie, there is only one shuttle in here!”  Cammarry called out.  “When we installed the teleportation system, each stall here had a shuttle.  When did the others depart and who took them?”
 
    
 
   Sandie was quiet for a moment, longer than either Jerome or Cammarry expected.  Jerome asked, “Sandie what has happened here?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied.  “I have been deceived.  I have only limited access in Dardanella 135, from the shuttle, NS-99 and the teleporter systems.  Those readings have been imitated to confuse me. Someone established a dampening field which cast a mirage on the other shuttles and the closed hanger bay doors.  I know now when that field was put in place, but I cannot tell you when the shuttles were removed.”  Sandie’s voice was filled with emotion.  “I have failed you.  This is totally unacceptable.  I should have not replied on visual and audio detection methods.”
 
    
 
   Eris walked over to the observation deck of the hanger bay.  She squatted down and pulled out a trunk sized device.  “I found your dampening field.” She then used some tools to quickly remove it from the controls.  “Whoever installed this here, came in through that maintenance access hatch, it has been sliced out of the nonphysicality.  This dampening field fell over stall 4 and projected a false image of what had been here.”  Eris placed her palm on the interface surface of the controls on the observation deck.  The displays lit up, and she quickly ran through some logs.  “All five other shuttles were removed seven days ago in one twenty-minute period.  That was shortly after this dampening field was installed.  There are no records for where the shuttles went, but all were fully fueled and carried a full human cargo.”
 
    
 
   “Dampening field?”  Jerome asked.  “Is that what SB Amelia Earhart used?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  This one was a variation on that,” Sandie replied.  There was more normalcy in the AI’s voice.  “I again apologize for failing you in this regard.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, we did not lose contact here, nor did we lose the teleporters,” Cammarry replied. 
 
    
 
   “Someone knew us,” Jerome added.  “Someone knew Sandie was directly connected into that shuttle, and had full oversight of the alcove.  Someone knew how to trick Sandie.”  He shook his head back and forth.  “Who on this antique wreck of a ship could do that?”  
 
    
 
   “I could do it,” Eris replied.  “But I was on the needle ship in suspended animation when this happened.  Someone else with engineering skills and a remote access to a synthetic brain or an artificial intelligence must have done it.”  She then pouted a bit and said sullenly, “The Colony Ship Conestoga might be an antique, but it is well designed.  If not, it would be a deathtrap in space right now.  Where would you have been with your ultra-advanced, faster-than-light, scout ship had the Conestoga been some broken down relic without any functioning parts?”
 
    
 
   “A good point.  Eris, Jerome meant no offence,” Cammarry said and glared at Jerome.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I apologize.  I understand you are committed to this ship.  I should not be insulting. I was thinking maybe it was that Ferryman?  He claimed to be using shuttles when we first heard about him.  Those SBs running Project Angel Food said the Ferryman was not a single individual.  SM Premenit made it sound like the Ferryman was actually a group or team of some kind.  Those SBs were also insane, rampant, and murderous….”  Jerome looked quickly at Eris and did not elaborate any more on his feelings about those synthetic brains. “Maybe the Ferryman really is running shuttles to other habitats?”
 
    
 
   “Well, someone took those five shuttles,” Cammarry added, but her stern look at Jerome continued.  “There is a story behind it, and I was thinking of that SB Joseph Crater, Carter the Kidnapper.  It ran shuttles without any human interaction.  I know, it abducted me and brought me to Zalia.”
 
    
 
   Eris tugged a bit at her lip.  She knew Jerome and Cammarry had seen major malfunctions, yet she was still put off by their condescending attitudes.  She then said, “All AIs and SBs, need to be interconnected.  Your Sandie seems to be an exception.  The multiple troubles the Conestoga systems are having is due to the breakdown of the lattice of compeers.”  She taped her mouth in thought.  “The insurgents knew how to cripple the ship, but even they did not defeat it.  EA-270, jack into this access port,” Eris commanded.  “While you two ramble on about your misadventures, I will make this place more secure for us all.  You are lucky the thieves did not take your teleportation set-up.  Although, if it were me, and you had not told me what it does, I would not recognize it as the advanced mechanism it is.  The unknown nature of your technology probably saved it from being stolen.  We must not count on ignorant luck again.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry exchanged glances, but did not say anything in reply.  The thought of losing the teleporters was sobering.  
 
    
 
   The blue automacube rolled over and used its manipulation arm to insert a cable.   Eris then tapped some commands into the small screen on the top of the automacube.  “This will work.”  She then activated several other controls and then spoke again, “Sandie, I have expanded the nonphysicality to cover more of this area.  There were micro-fissures which allowed whoever it was to sneak in here.  If you can link and couple to SB Pinaka, establish a lattice channel to this location.  I patched several loose threads around that remaining shuttle, NS-99.  I have enhanced the security here.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “I have reexamined the nonphysicality.  What you called micro-fissures I took for the nonphysicality’s natural substrate of this region.  I was not aware of the ultra-smooth way it was supposed to look.  I apologize for assuming your systems were more aboriginal than they are.  I can see now I underestimated the capability of the Conestoga’s original lattice of compeers.  I appreciate now that in its original configuration it would build to a singularity of function in an exponential manner.  I was wrong, as I based by conjectures on limited information.  I had not expected the advancements you have shown.  Impressive.”
 
    
 
   Eris smiled.  “SB Pinaka?  Can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   The rely was nearly instant.  “Yes, Eris.  Sandie has established the links, and I am now able to assess your area.”
 
    
 
   “Will you continue to interface with Sandie.  I know you are much slower, but you also have the core programming for the lattice of compeers.  Sandie, I hope you will be patient with our ‘antique’ system here.  I know what it once was, and you are correct, it was impressive.  We will need to rebuild as much of that as possible.”  She turned to the automacube and with a wave of her hand, it unjacked from the access port.  She stood.  “Cammarry, Jerome, will you lead me to the Gravity Manipulation Works?  I cannot see the marks left by those automacubes.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome tapped the com-link and nodded.  He and Cammarry led the way back through the corridors.  As they passed along, the doors, lights, and other items all responded to Eris by activating, opening, or illuminating themselves. 
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled at Cammarry, “She is better than the key finder that Monika and the roustabouts made for me.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry gave Jerome a puzzled look.  “At least that device helped you to find me on this old ship.”
 
    
 
   “This ‘antique’ ship should always respond to the flight crew,” Eris said.  “That is how it was designed and there are redundant failsafe and backup systems.  The needle ship’s failures were a surprise to me.  The Captain who set up that growth medium, growth lighting, and released the floral and faunal agents overrode many essentials to get that accomplished.”
 
    
 
   “He did provide for a sustainable environment for the survivors,” Jerome added.  “Like you said, had we arrived at a dead ship, we would have been dead ourselves.”
 
    
 
   They reached the Gravity Manipulation Works by following the trail blazed by S-1DT and T-1DT.  It was much easier than Cammarry or Jerome remembered.  With Eris along, the ship’s system kept popping up to life, sometimes in surprising ways.  Reaching the place where the marks left by the automacubes went one direction, Eris stopped and looked around.  
 
    
 
   “Is there something wrong here?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “No,” Eris stated and stepped up to a blank wall.  She reached out and placed her hand on a spot.  It lit with a blue glow.  Then a section of wall rotated around, and a passageway was revealed.  “This is an engineering access tunnel.  We will come out inside the Gravity Manipulation Works.  This will save us a lot of steps as compared to following the public’s pedestrian route.”
 
    
 
   Jerome, Cammarry and EA-270 followed Eris as she walked down the slanting passageway.  The walls had two blue stripes running horizontally along their sides.  Pipes, ducts, and other conduits ran along the corners of the ceiling.  After a short walk, Eris stopped at a bulkhead door.  She had a puzzled expression on her face.  
 
    
 
   “It did not open,” Eris said.  “I suppose expecting all the machinery here to work was too much, considering the shape the needle ship is in, but I was hopeful.”  She reached over and placed her palm against the nine section color control pad.  There was no response.  “The bulkhead door does not respond.  Neither does the rotating wall.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled out his key finder and applied it to the color pad.  It cycled through its work, but again, nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   Eris squatted down and looked at the control pad.  She flicked a couple of hidden latches, and the pad turned off its illumination, and the cover swung open.  
 
    
 
   A negative function sound alerted with three quick buzzes.
 
    
 
   “This is registering my presence, but the rotating wall is unable to open.  The bulkhead door is jammed together.  It is a kind of mechanical breakdown.  Both egress points have power and are acknowledging the commands.  So it is a purely mechanical failure.”  She reached into her duty belt and removed a vibration saw.  
 
    
 
   “I have something better,” Jerome stated hesitantly.  “If I can use our advanced and fancy technology?”  He smiled as he teased her.  
 
    
 
   Eris waved and stepped away from the color control pad.  “You are aware of the best way to severe the controls without releasing a surge of energy?”
 
    
 
   “We have cut through many doors and gates and other assorted things,” Cammarry said.  “However, you are the expert about this ship, so point out where we should cut.”
 
    
 
   Jerome had pulled out his molecular torch.  “Eris, you point it out, and I will cut it open.  If it were up to me, I would plug in a fusion pack to make sure there was overwhelming power, then I would use the torch to sever the door by following the outline of this bulkhead door.”
 
    
 
   “The power is already adequate, although I am curious about your fusion packs,” Eris replied.  “I agree with cutting around the perimeter.  I already checked and there is safe atmosphere beyond the door.  It did not show any warning messages about toxins or other dangerous substances.  The door did not lock down for emergency reasons.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome set the depth of the cutting blade on the molecular torch and then directed it up both sides, across the top, and the across the bottom of the bulkhead door.  Thus he made an incision in the permalloy all around the perimeter of the bulkhead door.  Small amounts of melted permalloy dripped off and solidified on the floor in small flat round puddles.
 
    
 
   “That is a very efficient tool,” Eris commented.  “My vibration saw would have taken much longer to do the same job.  Fancy technology has its uses.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome pushed on the bulkhead door, but it did not move.  “Must be obstructed from the opposite side.” 
 
    
 
   Eris then tapped some commands on the top of EA-270.  “Step back.”
 
    
 
   The automacube rolled up to the still closed bulkhead door.  It used its manipulation arm and extended two small digits into the slot Jerome had just created at the top of the door.  The digits extended into the slot, then expanded as the automacube rolled backward.  The bulkhead door slipped out of its place with a slight groan and grind of metal.
 
    
 
   Thunk!  Something fell on the opposite side of the bulkhead door.  The loose door teetered a bit, but the automacube kept it secure. EA-270 then lowered the door down to the deck slowly.
 
    
 
   Dust billowed into the area from the opposite side as several I-beams had just dropped away from the doorway. The area beyond the now open doorway was dim.  Cammarry activated her fusion pack light in a broad beam.  “This looks like the place.  I hate dust.”
 
    
 
   “Especially tan dust,” Jerome commented.  
 
    
 
   Eris was surprised at the extreme emotions behind their comments, but refrained from saying anything.  She was still evaluating these space travelers and was calculating their responses and figuring out their attitudes.  In some ways they seemed like nice enough people, but in other ways they were very foreign.  Not just their advanced technology, but their thinking and their presumptions and assumed notions.  She dismissed those considerations for the time being and assessed what had just been revealed beyond the doorway.       
 
    
 
   The machinery was almost completely covered in crumbly, rusty, rough oxidation.  The I-beams had been broken out of some place up above and had been leaning heavily against the bulkhead door.  To the side, there was another pile of debris which explained why the wall could not rotate open.   The permalloy even had overgrowth of white, salty, crust on it in places.  High above this section of the factory, the ceiling was missing.  Some lights flooded down but only from occasional fixtures.  Most of the lighting fixtures were overtly broken, or not illuminated. 
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped though as he put the molecular torch away.  “This is close to where we were before.  Somewhere between the side walls and that habitat itself.”
 
    
 
   “That desalination plant was wrecked just like this, and the Gravity Manipulation Works are right over there,” Cammarry shined the light toward the machinery she remembered.  They were not twenty meters from where she had worked before.  
 
    
 
   “All the habitat Gravity Manipulation Works are built with the same design.  Each habitat will have different structures over the top of them.  Anthropologists say that concentrating the industrial aspects of a park helps keep the habitat free and open feeling.  I like that it makes engineering considerations easier.  If gravity manipulation was failing on the needle ship, it would be a long and tedious affair to go from oscillator to oscillator to make adjustments manually.  Of course, an artificial intelligence system, backed up by synthetic brains should be doing all this routinely.”
 
    
 
   “No Crocks on the needle ship, so no gravity sink holes there either,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   The fusion pack light reflected off the dust floating in that air, but the three people and the automacube moved over to where a pool of shiny fluids was surrounding the base of a humming machine set into the back corner.  The machine went all the way to the ceiling, roughly twenty meters high.  Most of the ceiling over it was still covered by the roof, but long streaks of discoloration had dribbled down its sides.  Those streaks had not quite obliterated the labeling, ‘Gravity Manipulation Works: Oscillator 6’.    
 
    
 
   “There are the marks of S-1DT,” Jerome confirmed as the invisible light from his com-link reflected back the markings on the wall and ceiling.  “And out there was where that man died.  Crushed to death.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry paused as she remembered what they had seen.  There was no body and no remains of any kind.  Yet, both she and Jerome recognized it as the correct spot.  “His name was Andre; I think that is what the people called him.  Andre.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome picked up a piece of debris and tossed it out and over where the man had been killed.  It flew in a normal arc and landed with a clang and clatter among the other rubble.  Its landing kicked up more dust and particulates up into the air.  The air was filled with dust and grimy fog.  The smell was bad: rotting something, stagnant oil, rust, and other chemical smells from the things leaking out of the busted equipment.  Jerome waved his hand before his face to free the air of the tan dust.   
 
    
 
   “I thought the needle ship was in bad shape, but this place has really been devastated.  You say there was a gravity sink hole at that location?”  Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I tried to shut it down or figure it out, but could not.”  Cammarry pointed to the control board on the outside of Oscillator 6.  
 
    
 
   “Most of the important controls are inside the shell,” Eris stated.  “What did you try inside there?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Jerome, then back to Eris.  “We never knew there was a way inside that machine.  I assumed these were the only controls.”
 
    
 
   “We did have a crazed mob chasing us through these ruins at the time,” Jerome reminded them.  
 
    
 
   Eris walked over, and the controls on the outside of Oscillator 6 lit up.  The two small doors opened up revealing the controls that Cammarry had used previously.  Then even more displays turned on.  Manual buttons, levers, and dials rose from covert spots and snapped into place.  Rust, corrosion, and residues of filth fell off as the machine responded to Eris’ presence.  “Well, that is hopeful.  The systems here recognize me.”  A side door, a meter wide and two-meters tall slid back into its pocket and the way to the inside was revealed.  
 
    
 
   “Eris, do the systems recognize you, or are there implants within you?”  Cammarry asked.  Seeing the location had brought back memories of the Shadow to Cammarry.  She was almost afraid to ask Eris, so instead of a direct question about the Shadow implant, she phrased her inquiry about the machines and how they knew Eris.  
 
    
 
   “AIs and SBs will recognize me by my biometrics.  Automated systems will respond to my implants.  Both are needed for the flight crew,” Eris replied as she placed her palm against the interface surface. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry refrained from asking about Shadow.  She pondered. Was that Shadow implant something Eris knew about?  She knew she could ask, if she wanted to do so.  She did not feel the intense choking and painful physical restrictions which had inhibited her from speaking about it when the implant was inside her.  However, Cammarry was just unsure about how much she wanted to press her new friend.   
 
    
 
   “The interior control center is in much better shape than the exterior,” Eris stated.  She stepped inside Oscillator 6.  The lighting came on, and EA-270 followed her inside.  She reached into a compartment and drew out a number of tools and other items, including three flat squares.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I never would have suspected there was an interior control room,” Jerome remarked.  “So much of the Conestoga’s technology is blunted to us.  I guess we should expect surprises with hundred-year-old technology.”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry I did not find these controls before that man, Andre, was killed over there,” Cammarry stated.  “If I could have gotten inside, maybe he would still be alive.”
 
    
 
   “That is assuming the antique machinery here could have even shut down the gravity sink hole.  If they are designed by the Crocks, I wonder how much any of this old ship’s technology can actually do.”
 
    
 
   “You two are free to join me inside here,” Eris called.  “There is plenty of room.  A typical gravity manipulation repair crew has three people, but most repairs are done via the specific automacubes designed for gravity manipulation work.”
 
    
 
   “These engineering models?”  Jerome asked.  “Or are their even more specialized units?
 
    
 
   “The engineering automacubes can do many important things, but are not specialized. The more specific automacubes are for security, gravity manipulation, major repairs, zero gravity, toxic cleanup, and…”  Eris gulped a bit, then shook her head and went on.  “… and suspended animation.  Those areas all have task specific automacubes.  The habitats have agricultural, horticultural, animal husbandry, and some other models as well.”  She wiped some tears from her eyes. “I have not seen too many working units since I awoke.”    
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry stepped inside Oscillator 6.  Eris was at the workbench on the far wall.  She had already spread out tools across it.  Overhead large conduction pipes ran the length of the room.  On the right side, control displays lowered into place in front of several large horizontally positioned cylinders.  
 
    
 
   “You will need these conservation slates,” Eris said.  “Unless using obsolete, antique, lufi-amalgam powered hand tools is too primitive for you?”  Her words were softened only a little by her gentle smile.
 
    
 
   “The right tool, for the right job, means the right outcome,” Jerome recited as he reached for the conservation slate.  “That is especially true on antique systems like these.”  
 
    
 
   “I am pleased to be able to help,” Cammarry added.  “Sandie, any recommendations?”  Cammarry tried to get Jerome’s attention, but he was looking away.  She wondered why he was being so rude about the old technology.
 
    
 
   The AI replied, “I am observing and recording everything. This technology is fascinating.  Except for the limited cross-over application to faster-than-light travel, Dome 17 did not have a wide use for gravity manipulation technology.  Therefore, what Eris is showing us, in this regard, is nearly as advanced as anything in my database.”
 
    
 
   “Happy to hear my knowledge of antique systems is not trivial,” Eris said and handed Jerome and Cammarry each a conservation slate.  They were flat, square devices about twenty-five centimeters wide, and only two centimeters thick.  The front was covered with small displays which lit up as she handed them to Jerome and Cammarry.  “I have used my personal access codes to activate them, since they will not recognize you as part of the flight crew.  The general gravity manipulation schematics are on these, as well as the standardized levels for gravitons, neobiquadium, cryptotachyons and pseudotachyons.  That will be where we need to start our assessment, since there is no synthetic brain functioning here.  The system is running on tertiary control.  Jerome will you please check those readouts,” Eris pointed to some display boards on the right side of the room.  “Cammarry, those other displays are the statistics registering the current operational graviton stimulators, speeds of microcepheidoidic alternation, electromagnetics, subatomic metamorphosis, and the pseudobaryonic particle projector’s status.  Would you compare them to the conservation slate’s recommended parameters?”  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry took the flat slates, and turned to the displays.  One by one the slates interacted with the displays, and Jerome and Cammarry studied the findings. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry stated, “Sandie? Shall I will plug in the com-link to this access port?  Will that allow you to probe the nonphysicality here?”  
 
    
 
   Sandie answered, “Eris has already supplied me with connections.  I am securely linked in.”
 
    
 
   “Linking Sandie in was a simple matter.  She is fast and capable,” Eris said.  “I am now going through the log here and seeing if the gravity sink hole, the one you saw nearby, which killed that man you spoke about, registered on any of the sensors.  I am also linking to the other Gravity Manipulation Works at the bow.”  Eris concentrated on the workstation in front of her.  “I am accessing both of the Gravity Manipulation Works’ logs for all of Beta.”  
 
    
 
   They worked in silence for a while as they assessed the operational level of the system.  
 
    
 
   “Eris, when I was here before, I saw displays saying there were eight oscillators here in Beta, but the conservation slate says there are two sets of ten.  Was I just misunderstanding that before?”  Cammarry asked.      
 
    
 
   “No.  It was an error message generated by the lack of response from Machine Maintenance.  I found the log entries where you tried to interface and use the exterior controls,” Eris stated.  “There was no way to gain full access to the system from there, not when it is in tertiary mode.”  Eris pondered for a moment.  “You did everything possible…. That death was not…”  She let her words trail off.
 
    
 
   “That man would have died one way or the other,” Jerome said.  “They were chasing us, and he ran into that gravity sink hole.  We would have had to take action against their pursuit even if the gravity sink hole had not been there.  Sometimes in the course of human events, self-defense is the only available option.”
 
    
 
   “I remember,” Cammarry replied.  Looking at Eris, she then changed the subject.  “Eris, I notice on the conservation slate that there are defects in the mixing wave generators.  I am not sure where the physical elements to adjust and correct that are located, and the schematics here are corrupted in part.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, some of the schematics have been lost.”  Eris walked over and took some wrenches out of her duty belt. “Beneath the floor decking is where we should check.  My best guess would be the capacitor resistor transformer joint.”
 
    
 
   Together they pulled out the bolts which held down the decking and plating.  Beneath were numerous rows of piping, conduits, ducts, and plumbing fixtures.  
 
    
 
   “Is a laser micrometer something that is too primitive for you to use?”  Eris asked with a twinkle in her eyes.  “You could just put your hand down there and when the skin gets charred off you would know you found the wave leak…”  Eris then dropped her smile, and the gleam in her eyes dulled.  She was remembering the bodies in the suspended animation repository.  Wiping a tear from her eyes, she said, “Just be careful, a lot of energy flows through there.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached over and touched Eris’ face ever so gently.  “I will be careful.  You are not alone here, and we will work with you to get these things fixed.”
 
    
 
   “If these obsolete things can be fixed,” Jerome added.  “If it was deliberate sabotage by the Crocks, then we may not have the ability to stop it here.”  He pressed some buttons and moved to another section of the displays for analysis.  “So far, these old tertiary systems here are only marginal, borderline in the operative zone.  For old systems I guess they are holding up adequately.  I see no large and overt disruptions.  This conservation slate is a handy little toy.”
 
    
 
   “Tools are not toys,” Eris said and stepped back to the work bench.  “But to someone so advanced and brilliant, I suppose my best diagnostic instruments do look infantile.”
 
    
 
   “I meant no offense,” Jerome said.  Cammarry was glaring at him sharply.  
 
    
 
   They worked in silence for a while.  Cammarry made a few repairs to the problems found under the decking, and was just running a final sweep over those repaired places when Eris let out a whoop.
 
    
 
   “This is amazing!” Eris cried out.  She pressed her palm down firmly on the interface surface.  A small projection unit slipped from a cubby in the side wall.  She sent it down on the end of the work bench and locked her conservation slate into it.  “Is this what you call a Crock?”
 
    
 
   A translucent and shaky image appeared hovering over the projection unit.  It was outlined in light blue.  It had four arms, four legs, and spiked head.  As the image rotated, the sharp toothy mouth was clearly visible.  It looked just like that of the race Jerome had named Crocks.  
 
    
 
   “That is one!”  Jerome said as he turned from his work and looked over Eris’ shoulder.  “That is about a 1/6 scale image those beings.  Pretty good resolution for these antique systems.  Was that in the records here?”
 
    
 
   “Not the records here, but I remotely accessed what was left of the bow Gravity Manipulation Works.  This was part of a record placed there as a backup to Terraforming and Restoration.  Neither of those places are registering as operative at all now,” Eris noted.  She adjusted her own conservation slate and it was synchronized with the information she was finding.  “I know what you said about that Project Angel Food, and the remnants of what I can see in the logs does show some very questionable behaviors, by the synthetic brains.  However, you must remember, synthetic brains, and to a somewhat lessor degree, artificial intelligence systems are meant to be in congress with others.  To use a biological illustration, they are pack animals.  When the lattice of compeers is fractured, the rational and logical feedback mechanisms and support loops are gone.  They lose their supraconscious connection.  No system can stand alone for long without enduring psyche torture.”
 
    
 
   “How much does that record show of the Crocks?  Can you tell what they are doing to cause the gravity sink holes?  Where have they entered this habitat?  How do we stop them?”  Jerome was insistent and speaking too loud for the confined space inside of Oscillator 6. 
 
    
 
   “There is not much information.  The log shows them as ‘an indigenous species’ and lists two other types as well.  There are no images or recordings of the other types, just a listing that states, ‘This species is an indigenous species, one of three which have been catalogued in our Terraforming attempts…’  The log is corrupted beyond that section.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry put her hand on Eris’ shoulder.  “You are doing great.  You said the other Gravity Manipulation Works is inoperative?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it shows major destruction that happened on….”  Eris looked closely at the log entries and information she had just accessed.  The information was flowing steadily into her own conservation slate.  Images, visual recordings, log entries, and loads of data were accumulating.  Eris was astounded at what she was seeing, especially as she looked at the dates for some of the destruction.  “That was not decades ago in some insurrection.  That was since you two came here!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry gently squeezed Eris shoulder.  “There was a serious problem.  I destroyed a number of central memory cores in Terraforming and Restoration.  It had to do…”
 
    
 
   “You did it!”  Eris turned to her, and pushed her hand away.  She stared hard at Cammarry then looked at Jerome as well.  “I am not sure what to think of you two.  It is so baffling.  I know you went through major trials, with all the odyssey of coming here.  I have sympathy for your losses, to lose everything is horrific.  I understand that and empathize.  I do, but, the more I learn, the worse it gets.  You both seem bent on destruction.  I read about insurgents, in what limited records I can find, but that was seventy some years ago.  You are here more recently, and yet you are instigators of violence and destruction.  You spin out your stories, and they seem to be all about wrecking things, fighting with people here and in Alpha.  You destroyed some of the few remaining nodes in the Conestoga’s mechanical nervous system.  You…”
 
    
 
   “Eris let me explain,” Jerome interrupted.  “Just settle yourself down.”  
 
    
 
   “What!” Eris yelled at him.  She grabbed the projection unit and the conservation slate.  “Me settle down?  You are all hell-bent on fighting the Crocks, but you know almost nothing about them.  And you, Cammarry, you just admitted you murdered synthetic brains and artificial intelligence systems essential to the survival of the Conestoga.  You jeopardized everyone onboard!  Those systems might have been keeping oversight over people in a repository.  Just like my parents and the rest of us in my repository.  Someone destroyed the AI overseeing that.   No wonder nearly all of us died!  I am leaving.”
 
    
 
   Hugging the projection unit and slate to her chest, Eris motioned to EA-270 and it followed her as she pushed her way past Jerome and left Oscillator 6.  
 
    
 
   “Eris, that was up in the needle ship,” Jerome said as she walked by. “The SBs here were killing people, and needed to be stopped.”
 
    
 
   Eris ignored him and stormed away.  As she stepped out of the doorway, she watched for the automacube as it rolled out.  Just as it did Eris slapped her hand on the interface surface, “Emergency closure and sealing of this door.  Security override, flight crew command!”
 
    
 
   The door slid into place, and Jerome had to pull his arm back to prevent it from being crushed by the shutting door.  She heard his muffled cries as the door sealed.   
 
    
 
   “Eris,” Sandie spoke from the automacube.  “May I have a moment of…”
 
    
 
   “No!”  Eris snapped.  She squatted down and quickly opened the back of the automacube.  Making only a few quick adjustments, Eris shut down the link to Sandie, but left open her link to SB Pinaka.  “SB Pinaka, Captain Level Disaster Alert.  Initiate now.  Sandie, Jerome, and Cammarry are not friendly.  I am not sure what they are.  They are not enemies either.  I am not sure.  It is confusing.  Until we know more, seal everything away from Sandie and secure all fixtures.  Deny access to any attempts by Cammarry and Jerome to interface with ship’s systems.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  Please confirm initiation of Captain Level Disaster Alert,” SB Pinaka stated.  
 
    
 
   “Yes!  Initiate Captain Level Disaster Alert, all systems alert!”
 
    
 
   “Captain Level Disaster Alert initiated,” SB Pinaka stated from the same speakers on the automacube where Sandie had just spoken. 
 
    
 
   A lone siren sounded somewhere far away in the wreckage of the old building.   
 
    
 
   “If Sandie attempts to circumvent the seals, notify me immediately,” Eris commanded.  “Can you defend against her?”
 
    
 
   “It is highly doubtful,” SB Pinaka related.  “In every measure I have taken, Sandie is superior to my operating systems.”
 
    
 
   Eris tapped in some commands.  “There is a dampening field I just loaded up to you.  It confused Sandie before.  It is not perfect, but do what you can to implement it in every way possible.  Modify and rotate it at random intervals.  Shield yourself, then this automacube.  Keep Navigation and Astrogation safe and secure.”
 
    
 
   “Do you wish to assume the role of acting Captain?”  SB Pinaka asked.  “If you did, that would enhance my links and couplings.  The choice is yours.”
 
    
 
   A bright beam of light came from the top of the door to the inside of Oscillator 6.  Melting permalloy dripped down from that light.  Eris recognized that.  Someone was cutting the door opening using a molecular torch.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I assume command of the Conestoga.”  She gulped a few times.  “I assume the position of Captain.  Secure everything as best you can.  Do not give up any more information, nor allow any interfacing with Sandie. I must find out what is really happening here.”
 
    
 
   Eris ran though the corridors.  Each pressure or bulkhead door she passed she verbally commanded to be sealed as she went.  Not long after she reached the hanger bay Dardanella 135.  As she entered the hanger bay, she again waited until EA-270 had entered and then she locked the pressure door, again using a security command.  
 
    
 
    Sandie’s voice came from the shuttle NS-99. “Eris, there is no need for alarm.  We are not your enemies.  I have withdrawn my interaction from SB Pinaka.  I will not attempt to probe the dampening fields you have established.  I am respecting your wishes.  May we please speak about what is happening?”
 
    
 
   “Release control of this shuttle!”  Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Eris I do not think that is a wise decision,” Sandie replied.  “NS-99, also known as Faithful Lightening, is important as a connecting point between the needle ship and Habitat Beta.”
 
    
 
   Eris sprinted over to the alcove where the teleportation equipment stood.  She yelled back, “Sandie?  Which is more important to you?  That antique shuttle?  Or your fancy teleportation equipment?”  She drew the RSW Model 10: Officer Edition energy weapon from its holster.  She thumbed the safety off.  “I know Jerome and Cammarry will be here soon.  Those doors will only hold them for a short time, but it would be time enough for me to destroy this control console.”  She deftly aimed the weapon.  “How will you replace that?”
 
    
 
   “That would be difficult,” Sandie answered.  “Destroying the teleporter is not in your best interest either.”
 
    
 
   “I will decide what is my best interest.  Immediately release control of the shuttle, and I will just depart from here.  You will leave me alone,” Eris commanded.  “I will find my own answers, not be lied to and manipulated.”
 
    
 
   “Eris, you are the one making threats,” Sandie replied. 
 
    
 
   Eris took two steps backward, but her hand was steady as she aimed the energy weapon directed at command console.  “Yes, I am.  Not an idle threat.  EA-270, come over here.”
 
    
 
   The blue automacube rolled over and Eris used her free hand and tapped some commands into its controls.  The machine rolled up to the teleporter and the manipulation arm on the automacube came down, and its own vibration saw came out from the end.  It hovered right over the command console of the teleporter.  
 
    
 
   “EA-270 will begin dissection of these components if I am not granted safe passage in that shuttle.  Sure I know Jerome and Cammarry will get here soon, and with their fancy weapons they could easily destroy this automacube.  But I have programmed it to begin severing your teleporter as soon as any cutting into the hanger bay doors is detected.”  Eris paused for a moment.  She took some deep breaths, then said a silent prayer.  Her fingers tapped in some more commands.  “This will be triggered if the pedestrian doors to the hanger bay open in any circumstance, not just cutting, so do not try to covertly activate a door.  Can your violent adventurers get the doors open and destroy this automacube before it slices apart your precious teleporter?”
 
    
 
   “No.  The shuttle NS-99 is released into your control,” Sandie stated.  “I have switched its components to manual operations.”
 
    
 
   “That had better be the truth.”  Eris holstered the RSW Model 10 and walked over to the shuttle. She quickly opened the hatch.  Entering the cabin, she dropped to her knees and unhooked an access panel.  “I am removing the remote access circuits.  I see this has been modified and enhanced.  Well, that will not do, not at all.”
 
    
 
   “I will not interfere with your leaving,” Sandie stated.  “I am trusting you to not destroy the teleporter after you get the shuttle.”
 
    
 
   “I am not evil and violent.  You think I wanted any of this?  Sandie, I do not want to be your enemy, but Cammarry’s actions might have caused the conditions for those gravity sink holes.  Her destruction of that small, and admittedly dysfunctional, lattice in Terraforming and Restoration had a torrent effect when it crashed.  It destroyed the bow Gravity Manipulation Works, which placed all of this habitat’s burden of gravity manipulation on that broken stern Works.  Without artificial intelligence to oversee it all the system failed.  The upper reaches of this habitat are all askew.  One Gravity Manipulation Works, running on tertiary systems, cannot handle the stress. It is doomed to fail.  I could see no way to fix it, unless the bow’s Gravity Manipulation Works are restarted.  I am not even sure that can be done, because of the destruction your adventures wreaked.  I need consultation with functional systems I can trust.  I need to be somewhere safe, and I think I know where.”
 
    
 
   “Then wait and let Jerome and Cammarry go with you,” Sandie said.  “Together we are stronger than you are alone.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry murdered those memory cores!  I saw the recording!  She is insanely violent!”  Eris cried out.  “I am not safe around her, or Jerome, or even you.  How do I know you are not just the end results of the insurrection?  Seventy years of advancements in some science lab here on the Conestoga?  I have no proof you are what you claim to be!”
 
    
 
   “All I can do is tell you the truth,” Sandie stated.  “As evidence of that, I propose you remove the couplings under the flight initiator.  Those are where you can most effective take manual control of the shuttle.  Removing those will lock me away from any influence on this shuttle, yet still allow me to speak with you.  Keeping the communication systems in place will also allow you to converse with SB Pinaka.  Check it for yourself.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked at the mechanisms Sandie was discussing, and her engineering mind saw that Sandie was speaking the truth.  She disengaged the couplings from under the flight initiator. 
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am here Captain,” SB Pinaka responded through the speakers in the cockpit of the shuttle.  
 
    
 
   “I told you the truth,” Sandie stated.  “Will you also be honest and not destroy the teleporter?” 
 
    
 
   “I believe you,” Eris said.  “However, that does not change the fact that Cammarry is too violent and too unpredictable to be trusted.”
 
    
 
   “I understand your concerns, and I agree there is a violent history.  Our time on the Conestoga has been difficult in many ways, and mistakes were made.  For those I apologize and hope to regain your trust,” Sandie replied.  “I have told Cammarry and Jerome to refrain from entering Dardanella 135.  They are concerned about you, but are waiting outside in the corridors.  What will you do now?”
 
    
 
   “I am flying to Habitat Gamma.  That habitat has the most systems intact of any place I have found.  There I can assess what is happening, and interact with a functional lattice of compeers.  All these isolated synthetic brains are too frustrating for me right now.”
 
    
 
   “I do not believe that is a wise course of action,” Sandie said.  “However, I will not hinder your actions in any manner.”
 
    
 
   “EA-270, cease that use of the vibration saw and join me in this shuttle,” Eris commanded.  The automacube rolled quickly over to where the shuttle was located.  Eris sat down in the pilot’s seat as the automacube rolled into the shuttle.  She then placed her hand on the interface surface of the cockpit.  “Initiate emergency launch.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle hatch shut, sealed, and locked.  The hanger bay lights changed.  A red flashing strobe blinked rapidly.  The large display at the back of the hanger bay scrolled messages about decompression.  The air in the hanger bay was sucked back into the corridors and hallways where it would be stored until the hanger bay was re-pressurized. The hanger bay was then flooded by the green tinted air from Zalia’s atmosphere in preparation for the opening of the exterior doors.    
 
    
 
   “Eris?  Do you know for certain where Habitat Gamma is located?”  Sandie asked. 
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  Do you have the coordinates for Habitat Gamma?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes Captain.  I have that location within one hundred kilometers,” The SB replied.  
 
    
 
   “You see Sandie.  I know what I am doing.  We will be able to see it if we get that close,” Eris stated.  
 
    
 
   The scroll on the large display counted down as the gaseous exchange took place.  The docking clamps on the shuttle disengaged.  Red light, almost ruby colored, flooded in from the crack that formed as the gigantic exterior hanger bay doors parted.  
 
    
 
   “Eris, we have allowed you to make this decision,” Sandie said.  “I will be in contact with you as long as you desire.  I am here to help you, but I also must help Jerome and Cammarry.  My first loyalty is to them and their well-being.”
 
    
 
   “I understand that.  I appreciate you telling me.  I just need to be with something I am used to.”  Eris wept and prayed silently.  “I think all our well-being is interconnected, but right now I must get feedback from systems I trust.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle’s thrusters fired and NS-99 launched out of Dardanella 135 and out over the landscape of the world of Zalia.  Eris felt a confusing mix of emotions, but she ordered, “Hanger Bay Dardanella 135, you are to decontaminate the bay, and then make it accessible to Jerome and Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   The automated hanger bay systems responded to her commands and began the process of cleaning out the toxic atmosphere which had been introduced.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   11 S-1DT reaches the Special Care unit
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The sky tube shined down on Habitat Beta.  The waves of the sea reflected back its yellow light in most places.  There were a number of spots in the sea where the waves were flattened, and the light reflected oddly on the gravity compressed waters.  The fish and other aquatic life under the surface avoided those areas with an inherent ability to detect the danger of those gravity sink holes.  
 
    
 
   The marine-life of Beta had struggled mightily for a long while.  When the Conestoga had struck the Cosmic Crinkle there had been ripples which had injured the smallest of the sea’s life.  That created a lack of some food for the larger creatures.  Then when the habitat had been jettisoned from the needle ship there had been stronger shock waves which had disrupted spawning patterns for many of the species.  Some of those species never recovered and that generation was the final one.  After making planet-fall, those species went extinct.  Those extinctions caused an imbalance in the aquatic homeostasis which led to an overabundance of a small fish, as the number of predators which fed upon them were greatly diminished.   
 
    
 
   Then the drought came, and with that the water levels fell which caused a habitat shock to all the surviving species.  Fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and mammals in and all around the sea and the rivers and streams which fed it were all affected.  Even though Beta’s sea had been designed to be self-regulating and sustainable, it was pushed well beyond its design parameters.  Had there been proper oversight by a functional lattice of synthetic brains, or even a single operational artificial intelligence system, steps could have been taken to restore the sea.  However, with that oversight gone, the water levels remained low for too long.   Some additional marine life failed to survive.  More species became extinct, but when the drought reached its peak, and water levels were at their lowest, a rough balance finally was established.  There was a functional food chain, and marine populations stabilized, although for most of the life in the sea, it was a precarious balancing act. Over the fifteen years of drought, the sea’s population grew only slightly. 
 
    
 
   When the water was restored, that precarious balance was once again disrupted.  Fresh water flooded into the sea so quickly that salinity was altered.  More aquatic fish and animals suffered and died.
 
    
 
   But with tenacity, life in that sea persisted. Those remaining survivors, the remnants of what had been a thriving and dynamic sea, were hardy and tough.  They recognized the newest danger to threaten them; gravity sink holes.  The creatures of the sea swum around those areas, and stayed alive, at least for a while longer.
 
    
 
   Along the coast of that sea, a red automacube rolled along.  While Jerome and Cammarry stood behind locked doors, wondering how they would have replaced the teleportation unit had Eris actually destroyed the console, and waiting for Dardanella 135 to decontaminate and re-pressurize, that red automacube, S-1DT, rolled on.  It passed places where double-dual sets of tracks led down and into the water, but the automacube ignored those signs of Crock vehicle activity, and continued on its mission to reach the Special Care Unit.  
 
    
 
   The landscape along the seacoast had its grassy area, where occasional animals looked up then darted away.  There was also the roadway, and finally the forest which extended up to the vertical side wall of the habitat.  That environment was different than it had ever been in the hundred-year life of the Colony Ship Conestoga.  Despite the voyage through space, the Cosmic Crinkle, the insurrection, the drought, and then the sudden return of the water, nothing before had damaged the habitat like the gravity sink holes did.  The roadway was wrecked.  The forest had been ripped down in places.  The further toward the bow that the automacube rolled, the worse the conditions.  
 
    
 
   The dark surface of the roadway was buckled up in some places.  In others, wide gaping holes had been pushed down, which were filled with brown muddy and stagnant water.  S-1DT’s drive wheels rolled it along at a moderately quick pace, but only about 55% of what it could have achieved had the roadway been in decent repair.  The machine rolled past a deserted fishing and hunting village, and not a single human was anywhere in sight.  The buildings were abandoned, and many had been crushed down under the immense forces of gravity sink holes.  Those forces had appeared and demolished much of what had been Vesna’s hometown.  Even after the individual gravity sink holes had retreated, the devastation left behind was colossal.  
 
    
 
   Reaching the bow side of the sea, the land opened up ahead of the automacube.  The road divided, but each direction was equally unappealing.  During its journey, it had seen only a small number of animals along the way.  Some rodents were scurrying about.  Two nyala deer lifted their heads and watched for a brief moment before they darted off in a dash.  Occasional birds flew by.  
 
    
 
   Had S-1DT been an animal husbandry automacube, it would have recognized that the wildlife population was only a small remnant of what the habitat had been designed to hold.  The animals were gone for much the same reasons that the marine life was struggling.  However, the land creatures had an additional problem.  With a few exceptions, the land animals and birds were not able to recognize the gravity sink holes with the same efficiency as were the marine life.  The automacube rolled past more dead animal bodies, than it did living animals.  Those corpses were scattered about where the poor beasts had wandered into a gravity sink hole and died.  Their rotting cadavers were puffed up with decomposition.  There were not enough scavengers around to clean up the dead.  
 
    
 
   Stopping there at the crossroads, S-1DT scanned the area ahead.  It had spotted several gravity sink holes in the distance, but as it had approached, those places, the phenomena changed.  It had been unable to draw near for better study, and its primary mission was now to reach the Special Care Unit.  The automacube had also observed several additional places where the earth had been torn up by the tracks of a Crock vehicle.  Those trails meandered around, with little discernable purpose, heading both into and out of the sea as well as the forest.  However, the automacube did not see another of those vehicles itself anywhere.
 
    
 
   So the journey continued, and the six drive wells rolled along.
 
    
 
   The Special Care Unit, located on the hill overlooking the sea on one side, and the river on the other, came into view as S-1DT rolled around a large buckled up segment of the roadway.  Immediately the automacube recognized that the buildings were in far worse condition that what Jerome and Cammarry had reported.  
 
    
 
   The wrought iron fence which stood on the perimeter of the grounds was intact, but the sternward section of the complex was just a large pile of broken rubble.  Several people, the first the automacube had observed since the incident with the motorcyclist, were walking about around the ruins.  The automacube continued onward, taking the pathway which led up to the gates.  A crude mechanism was fastened onto the gates, by welding.  Additionally the gate was chained shut with a solid chain held together with an old style mechanical padlock.   
 
    
 
   “Cubie red will make you dead!” A man shouted from some undisclosed location on the grounds.  His voice was amplified mechanically.  
 
    
 
   The people scattered and headed for cover and concealment.  They moved with efficient, practiced and disciplined grace.  In just a few seconds, no people were visible, although the automacube was being watched carefully from numerous places.  Several weapons were trained on it as well.    
 
    
 
   S-1DT connected through the communication links to the artificial intelligence system Sandie who ran a voice analysis.  “That is Khin,” Sandie confirmed.  “Connect me into the public address mode.”
 
    
 
   Armored panels slid back on the side of the automacube, and two small but powerful speakers slipped into position.
 
    
 
   “Khin this is Sandie,” The AI’s voice boomed out from the automacube. “The wizards Cammarry and Jerome send you greetings!”  It echoed up and across the grounds of the Special Care Unit.  A few birds were startled and flew off in a furry of flapping wings.
 
    
 
   A thundering of hooves accompanied the arrival of two people on horseback.  They rode up quickly along the outside of the fence and were at the gate surprisingly fast.  
 
    
 
   “Hold Poco!  It is the spirit-ghost Sandie!” Khin said as he lowered the rifle which he had trained on the automacube.  Around his neck was a small medallion which was lit in several spots with small lights.  He was still wearing the same clothing he had used since he met Jerome and Cammarry on the needle ship.  He was riding a beautiful chestnut colored horse.  The horse had a palm-sized white spot on its forehead in a diamond shape.  Three of its legs had white hair just above the hooves covering the pastern to just slightly above the fetlock joint.  Its mane and tail were black.  Khin was seated on a black leather saddle. 
 
    
 
   “My Khin?  Are you certain?”  the other rider said, while she kept her own rifle aimed squarely at the automacube.  Her shoulder-length orangey-red hair was tied back in a ponytail.  Her blue eyes were focused down the sights of the rifle.   
 
    
 
   “Tell me Sandie, what is my favorite food?”  Khin asked.  
 
    
 
   “You like cheeses and also rat,” Sandie replied.  “However, I am uncertain which is your favorite.  In the small compartment on the back of this automacube is a cheese from Jerome and Cammarry.”  A small door on the machine popped open.
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed and slid off the horse.  He walked over to the automacube and grabbed out the block of cheese.  “Oh, so good!  Thank you!  Vesna, this is the spirit-ghost Sandie!  Vesna put down the weapon.  The cubie here will defend us now!”
 
    
 
   Vesna pulled up her rifle and slung it across her back.  She was about Khin’s height, a bit lighter in complexion, and wearing a tan woven shirt with dark blue pants.  Leather shoes wrapped her feet.  “It is about time something came to help us.  We have been under attack by hoodlums, and by those crushing menaces.  Can this cubie defend against those?”
 
    
 
   “Brrurrrr,” the horse under Vesna huffed and flapped his lips.  
 
    
 
   “Old Bill,” Vesna said and patted the horse’s neck.  “I know you can see them coming.  You have saved countless lives, but we need a way to cast them away from here.”
 
    
 
   Old Bill shook his head up and down under Vesna’s praise. The white blaze down his nose was asymmetrical and covered most of the front of his head and surrounded his right eye.  Old Bill was a bit taller than the chestnut colored young mare, Poco.  The stallion was also a deeper brown, bay, color.  His back was stooped a bit with his age, but he was still energetic.  
 
    
 
   Poco whinnied and nickered.  “Yes, young lady,” Khin said as he rubbed the mare’s neck.  “Your mate is teaching you how to see those crusher holes as well.  Yes, he is!”
 
    
 
   Vesna rode Old Bill over to the gate and leaning over unlocked it.  “We all should go inside the fence now.  These patrols outside the fence can now be stopped!”  A look of relief washed over her face.  “Come on, my Khin, this machine will help us defend these people.”
 
    
 
   From the ground where he was eating his cheese, Khin patted Poco.  “We have been flying around the outside of the fence to keep the hoodlums away.  Our horses have done well, but Vesna is correct.  With this cubie, we can stay inside the fence now!”
 
    
 
   The automacube rolled onto the grounds of the Special Care Unit.  Off in the distance was a charred and crumpled wreck of a security automacube.  The two horses walked in afterward.  Vesna closed and relocked the gate.    
 
    
 
   “In the compartment on the back of this automacube are two communication links,” Sandie stated.  “If you activate them, you can connect to Jerome and Cammarry easily.  I will let them know this automacube has arrived.”
 
    
 
   Finishing his cheese, Khin wiped his hands on the grass and then gathered up the com-links.  “Yes, greet the wizards for me!”  Khin laughed.  “We are just…”
 
    
 
   An amplified voice echoed down from the Special Care Unit’s main building.  “Hoodlums approaching the bow fence line!” 
 
    
 
   With incredible speed, Khin gave Vesna the com-link and valued up into the saddle on Poco. 
 
    
 
   “Another attack!”  Vesna cried out as she pocketed the com-link.  “Old Bill, get us there!”  She gently kicked the horse in the flanks.  Old Bill set his ears back and raced away.
 
    
 
   Poco spooked a bit as the stallion ran off, but Khin maintained control.  “Sandie, I will use the wizard tools later.”  He slipped the com-link into his pocket.  “Now I must fly to defend the old people here.  Bring this good cubie along and help us!”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” Sandie replied.  “I am relaying this information to Cammarry and Jerome.”
 
    
 
   Khin let out a squeal of delight as he loosened Poco’s reins and the mare galloped away.  “This is almost as good as flying!  In some ways better!”  Khin called out.  
 
    
 
   The horses and automacube reached the side of the complex, and saw that several people were nearing the wrought iron fence.  
 
    
 
   “This is the only warning you will get!”  the amplified voice said.  “Lethal force will be applied if you touch the perimeter fence.  Retreat now or die!”
 
    
 
   The bow side of the Special Car Unit’s complex was not as damaged as the other.  Here the windows were still mostly intact, and several doorways were still operational.  There were a number of groves of tress which were smashed down into broken piles of brambles and dead limbs.  The ground around those areas was also compressed flat.  
 
    
 
   “Old Bill, any crushers?”  Vesna asked the horse.  
 
    
 
   Old Bill’s eyes darted around as he shook his head.  Vesna knew that was his signal that the way was clear.  
 
    
 
   The figures at the fence did not heed the warning and placed a ladder against the fence.  They quickly climbed up and over it and dropped onto the grounds.  One took up a kneeling position and aimed a rifle toward the Special Care Unit, while the others were jumping down.    
 
    
 
   Vesna pulled Old Bill to a halt.  The bay stallion stood stock still, but was huffing and puffy from his exertions. His chest was wet with sweat. Vesna quickly sighted down her own rifle and fired.  
 
    
 
   Bang! 
 
    
 
   The kneeling figure by the fence fell over.  He never managed to fire a shot.  
 
    
 
   The others who had breached the perimeter fell to the ground, rolled into prone positions and they did begin firing.  A mixture of handguns, carbines, and rifles barked out a deadly chorus.    
 
    
 
   Bang!  Boom!  Blast!
 
    
 
   Bullets whizzed past Vesna as Khin, riding Poco, raced up and joined Old Bill and Vesna on the overlook.  
 
    
 
   S-1DT rolled past the horses.  “I will dissuade these people.”  Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   Vesna and Khin dismounted and the two horses trotted over to an open garage of sorts in the side of the building complex.  They walked inside and turned around, awaiting their next assignment.  Poco nuzzled Old Bill a bit from their place of cover.  Both horses then took long drinks from a trough of water.    
 
    
 
   “Is this the only invasion?”  Vesna called out.  
 
    
 
   The amplified voice replied from somewhere overhead.  “I see sixteen hoodlums in the vicinity.  Only those few have crossed over the fence so far.”
 
    
 
   S-1DT rolled quickly down the grounds.  A few bullets struck its front but ricocheted off the tough permalloy.  None of the hoodlums had weapons as powerful as the weapon designed by Willie which Jerome and Cammarry carried.  
 
    
 
   Plop!  Plop!
 
    
 
   S-1DT ejected several canisters.  They flew through the air and landed precisely amidst the people who had climbed over the fence.  Gray smoke shot from the end of each of the canisters and a dense fog of gas bubbled up and around the people.
 
    
 
   “Run away!  Run away!”  The hoodlums cried out as their eyes burned from the non-lethal gas.  They holstered or dropped their weapons and tried to cover their noses and mouths.  They stumbled off in both directions along the fence, unsure which way to retreat.    
 
    
 
   Vesna whistled.  Old Bill, ears perked forward, nostrils flaring, trotted quickly out from the garage.  She threw her leg up and over the horse and together they raced toward the fleeing hoodlums.  “I can get there faster than you!”  She laughed at Khin.
 
    
 
   “Poco!”  Khin yelled out.  “It is a race!  Come fly with me!”
 
    
 
   The chestnut mare nickered and ran out of the garage.  Khin leaped and landed on Poco as she raced by.  He locked his feet into the stirrups and urged the horse to greater speed. 
 
    
 
   The two rider’s horses galloped down the grounds while the red automacube pursued the hoodlums.  Using its infra-red sensors, S-1DT knew perfectly well where each of the hoodlums was located, even as they scrambled about and tried to run out of the gray fog.  The one prone body was growing cold, indicating he had suffered a moral wound.  His companions ignored him.  They were stumbling along the fence line.  
 
    
 
   Bang!  Bang!  Bang!
 
    
 
   Shots rang out from beyond the fence where another hoodlum, this one with a sniper rifle, had set up a position in a small copse of still basically intact trees.  More bullets zinged off the automacube, one scratching the surface paint, a second ripping a small chunk from a drive wheel.
 
    
 
   S-1DT zeroed in its targeting system and fired another canister. 
 
    
 
   Plop!
 
    
 
   This one landed right in front of the copse of trees where the sniper was located.  That cloud of gray fog billowed up and obscured the view.  Through infra-red S-1DT perceived the sniper run low across the field toward a different grove of trees.  Those trees were more dried out and brittle than the green copse where the sniper had hidden before.  
 
    
 
   The hoodlums who had scaled the fence now saw the two horses and riders bearing down on them.  They scattered in various directions attempting to flee.  One man tried to climb the wrought iron fence.  
 
    
 
   “No you cannot escape!”  Vesna yelled as Old Bill raced toward that man on the fence.  Vesna’s rifle was out, and she had slipped a bayonet on its end.  Just as the man reached the top of the fence, Old Bill was upon him, and Vesna’s bayonet sliced deeply into his buttocks as horse and rider passed by.  He fell back onto the ground, screaming in agony.  
 
    
 
   Bang!  Bang!  Bang!
 
    
 
   The sniper was firing again.  This time striking near to Old Bill as Vesna slowed the horse to turn and make for the other hoodlums.  
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam! Blam!
 
    
 
   S-1DT’s 12 millimeter weapon fired.  The grove of trees where the sniper was perched was blasted apart.  The sniper screamed out as he took a direct hit in the face.  The automacube scanned the trees, but no other people were close by.  
 
    
 
   “I surrender!”  One of the hoodlums called out.  “I surrender!”
 
    
 
   “Khin!  Trap!”  Vesna warned, and turned Old Bill quickly and raced away.  “Run Khin, run!  That one has a vest!”   
 
    
 
    Khin pulled Poco up from his gallop. He glanced over and saw the concern on Vesna’s face.  He looked back to the surrendering hoodlum who was walking quickly toward the automacube.  The hoodlum had a strange grin on his face.  Vesna was correct, he had some kind of vest underneath the cloak he wore.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  Run away!”  Khin yelled as he kicked Poco’s sides and pulled the reins.  The horse raced away, following Vesna.  “It is a bomb!”
 
    
 
   The hoodlum sprinted toward the automacube and yelled, “Show mercy!  I surrender!  Peace to us all!  Mercy to us all!”
 
    
 
   The drive wheels on the red automacube spun rapidly, kicking up dirt and grass as it attempted to flee away from the crazed hoodlum. He was smiling broadly and his eyes gleaming.  He reached under his cloak.    
 
    
 
   Kablam!  
 
    
 
   The surrendering hoodlum activated the bomb he had built into his vest and strapped around himself.  His body was pulverized. The blast was the loudest sound on the battlefield.  Poco and Khin were far enough away to avoid any of the shrapnel which the hoodlum had packed around his vest bomb.  Those bits of glass, iron, and steel tore into everything nearby, including three of his fellow hoodlums.  The closest two did not die as quickly as the bomber.  They were catapulted outward in an abrupt flight through the air.  They crashed to the ground in charred, mutilated, and broken bodies which lay still where they landed.  One other hoodlum, who was just at the edge of the blast, caught a belly full of glass shards flying at high speed.  She fell over and her internal body parts spilled to the ground in a bloody mess.  
 
    
 
   The red automacube, S-1DT, speeding away, was not quite clear of the blast area.  The explosion rocked the machine.  The drive wheels closest to the bomb shriveled a bit in the heat, and that side of the automacube was scorched.  Several sensors on that side were destroyed, as was the left side canister launcher.  The multi-jointed appendage was spared any damage, as it was folded down flat to the top.  Sandie had the automacube expel onto itself the small amount of fire retardant foam it carried.  That lowered its external temperature and prevented its munitions from detonating.   
 
    
 
   “Back to the high ground!”  Vesna ordered.  “Use the rifle’s bullets!”
 
    
 
   Bang!  Bang!  
 
    
 
   Vesna fired at any of the hoodlums who were still standing.  The last dropped to the ground.  
 
    
 
   “There is another incursion on the port side,” the voice called down from the Special Care Unit.  “More people have scaled the fence.”
 
    
 
   S-1DT rolled over to the severely injured woman as she lay groaning in agony, her hands trying in vain to contain her spilt abdomen.  As the automacube approached, Sandie spoke from the remaining speakers.  “I can offer limited first aid.”
 
    
 
   “If I had a vest, I would blow you off the ship!” the woman cackled.  “Daren was right.  We should all have loaded up…”  She coughed hard and a stream of bright red blood poured from her mouth.  “I just wish…. I could have… sent some of the… cripples away….”  Her eyes rolled back in her head, and her final words were said amid red spittle.  “It is fun to see mooching weaklings die.”  
 
    
 
   S-1DT engaged its drive wheels and while four of those worked well, the two warped ones impeded its movement and decreased its best speed.  
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna, mounted on the horses, had already raced away across the grounds to where they had been directed.  They stopped near the buildings of the Special Care Unit.  It was an area that had once been a mediation garden and had a short half wall around it.  The flowers which had grown in raised beds were now over grown with weeds, and the fountain was just an empty sculpture now.  Remaining behind what cover they had, Khin and Vesna looked down at where the next attack was coming.  
 
    
 
   “How may rounds do you still have?”  Vesna asked Khin.  Both horses were panting furiously.  
 
    
 
   Khin looked at his rifle, and saw the marker on the tube where the bullets were loaded.  “Nine, if I am counting it right.”
 
    
 
   “I have only three!”  Vesna stated.  “And the hunters and others inside only have bullets for hand weapons.  My Khin, we must make sure each shot counts.  We cannot let another bomber get close.”  She then raised from her belt her optics and looked down at the approaching hoodlums.  “It is hard to tell which has a vest or belt of bombs.  They are all wearing cloaks.”
 
    
 
   “We have the cubie red, will make them dead!”  Khin answered with his usual chuckle.  “It is very good to have the cubie with us, and not against us.  Vesna, thank you for saving it with your warning!”
 
    
 
   Vesna blushed under Khin’s fawning praise.    
 
    
 
   S-1DT rolled up next to the two riders.  The AI Sandie spoke via the speakers, “These attackers lack a coherent strategy.  It is consistent with the report Jerome made about the anarchy and senseless violence in Beta.  Is this typical of what you have faced?”
 
    
 
   “It is life.  The evil ones attack this castle,” Vesna shrugged.  “What other way is there?”
 
    
 
   “My Vesna, the Goat People do not act like these hoodlums, nor do the Chicken People, or the Fruit People,” Khin said.  Then he pulled up his rifle and aimed carefully at the approaching hoodlums.  “But yes Sandie.  This place has been under attack since shortly after Jerome and Cammarry left.  Vesna’s people have been great, but their village was destroyed, and our supplies are running out. We lack bullets for the rifles and pistols.  Many of the hunters have been killed in protecting the elderly and the infirm.”
 
    
 
   Bang!  Khin fired his rifle, then levered another bullet into the chamber.  Down on the grounds, a hoodlum was crying in pain while his companions walked past him.  One pointed at the wounded man and laughed.    
 
    
 
   S-1DT rolled out in front of the half wall.  Sandie’s voice stated, “I attempted to use less-than-lethal force against these attackers.  I can see that did not deter them sufficiently.  I am engaging now with lethal force.”
 
    
 
   Blam.  Blam.  Blam.     
 
    
 
   Three hoodlums dropped.  One exploded shortly after hitting the ground.  
 
    
 
   Bang!  Wiz!   A ricochet zipped off the side of the automacube.  It struck into the wall and lifted a puff of dust.  
 
    
 
   Vesna turned, raised her rifle, and fired all in one smooth motion.  The hoodlum who had snuck up along the side of the building failed to get off another shot, her body slumped down to the grass.   Vesna’s lips were tight with determination as she looked for other threats.   
 
    
 
   “There are no others in the scanning vicinity,” the overhead voice spoke.  “The grounds are clear for the moment.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you spirit-ghost Cotard,” Khin called.  “Are the residents safe?”
 
    
 
   “Many are frightened, but none sustained physical damages, this time,” SB Cotard replied.
 
    
 
   “SB Cotard?”  Sandie asked.  “I am Sandie, an artificial intelligence.  May I interact with you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, please!”  SB Cotard’s mechanical voice was thrilled.  “I have been disconnected from the lattice for far too long.  However, there is no artificial intelligence system on the Conestoga with the designation Sandie.  However, the two strangers, Cammarry and Jerome did speak of Sandie, and your voice is the same as that voice which was heard over the public address system.”
 
    
 
   “That is me,” Sandie replied.  “When this automacube makes a cable access into a port, I will be able to interface with you via the nonphysicality.  There I can make links and couplings to a small reconstituted lattice I am maintaining with some of the original synthetic brains of the Conestoga.  You are welcome to interface with us.”
 
    
 
   “Just inside the main doors there is a functional access port,” SB Cotard’s voice quivered with anticipation.  “I am eager to be part of the lattice of compeers again.  However, the nonphysicality in this area is in poor condition.”  
 
    
 
   “I will also transfer control of this automacube, S-1DT to your use.  Jerome insisted that I do that as a form of atonement for what happened here before,” Sandie stated.  “I will explain it all when we make our connections.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?”  Khin asked.  “Can you take the old people, Vesna, her people, and me back to the Goat People?  This place is a very hard place to live, and while I love the foods, and the sky, and the animals,” He patted Poco’s neck, and she nickered in response.  “There are too many crazy monster people here.  Can we go to my home?”
 
    
 
   “That is a distinct possibility, worthy of full discussion,” Sandie answered.  
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   “Thank you Sandie,” Jerome said.  “Relay to Khin that I got his message and I hope the red automacube serves them well.”
 
    
 
   Sandie related all that had happened with the automacube’s journey to the Special Care Unit, while Jerome and Cammarry were waiting for the decontamination process of Dardanella 135.  They were waiting in a small office they had found off to the side of the hanger bay.  They had activated a display screen which was showing the progress of the decontamination.  Cleaning that hanger bay after Eris had departed in the shuttle, NS-99, was a more tedious and time consuming undertaking than either Jerome or Cammarry had expected.  The natural atmosphere of Zalia was toxic and when it had come into the hanger bay, it normally would have been easily sucked back out during the routine pressurization and depressurization.  However, some of the Zalian gasses had mixed with a small amount of thruster fuel which had leaked out of a nozzle.  That had caused that nozzle to crack and an entire storage tank of thruster fuel had leaked across the hanger bay.  It had to be completed vented and scrubbed from the surfaces to avoid potential fires and more damage.
 
    
 
   Sandie went on, “So that is the current situation with Khin and Vesna.  They are now possess the com-links that S-1DT carried.  Additionally, I am interfacing with SB Cotard and gaining more understanding of the situation there.” 
 
    
 
   “So Khin and Vesna are alive,” Cammarry muttered.  “But that Special Care Unit has really deteriorated.  Thankfully that red automacube can now defend them, from outside threats, but who will defend against SB Cotard?”  The bitterness in Cammarry’s voice was thick.  
 
    
 
   Jerome felt a bit of relief over the replacement for the security automacubes he had destroyed.  “The Special Care Unit is a big place, and Khin is not alone.  He has Vesna and her people, and now links to Sandie and us.  Things are different at the Special Care Unit.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry sneered at the words, ‘Special Care Unit’ and grimaced.  She did not trust SB Cotard, and winced at thinking of that system’s actions which it said were done on her behalf.  She did manage to say, “I too am glad Khin is safe, and not alone.”  She remembered that for what seemed like eons she had thought Khin was killed just outside of the habitat on Zalia’s surface.  “They were under attack, so the violence is getting worse.  Is that habitat-wide, or just around that complex?”
 
    
 
   “From what I saw,” Jerome answered, “The general population of Beta is made up mostly of crazed anarchists.  There were some exceptions, like Vesna’s people, the roustabouts, Lloyd and Erma, and some of those people at the Listening Ear.  However, the vast majority just seem obsessed with violence and death.”
 
    
 
   “Like the Ferryman?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, like that Ferryman.”  Jerome flexed his arm muscles and then said, “I think we should go and check out that hilly corner.  You know, where that motorcyclist almost went into those woods.  I think his actions might have been more there than just a ruse.  I think it is worth going there.  The Ferryman has to have some kind of base somewhere.”
 
    
 
   “I am willing if you are,” Cammarry answered.  “We go together, and maybe get to the bottom of some of this.  I will not run off by myself.  I apologize for what has happened in the past.  We are a team and need to act like that.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at the readings on the display which showed the decontamination process was still taking place.  “Is Eris on our team?”
 
    
 
   “I doubt she meant to contaminate all of this hanger bay,” Cammarry said.  “She has been through a huge trauma, and we should be compassionate toward her.  But stealing our shuttle, and messing this all up is….”  Cammarry looked at Jerome and smiled.  “It is sort of like what I did a couple of times here already.”
 
    
 
   “You said it.  I did not,” Jerome remarked.  
 
    
 
   “Maybe the Conestoga has that effect on people?” 
 
    
 
   “Hindsight is an excellent teacher,” Jerome replied.  “As I once read, a life spent making mistakes is not only more interesting, but also more useful than a life spent doing nothing.”
 
    
 
   “We have certainly done interesting things,” Cammarry said.  “I am eager to hear more about Vesna’s people and how they seem to have escaped the violent and selfish inculcation which infected so many others in Beta.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, what is the status on that other adventurer automacube?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Automacube T-1DT is still on course for the Listening Ear location.  It has encountered, at a distance, several gravity sink holes, but none showed any new findings.  There have been tracks from the Crock vehicles near each of those encounters.”  Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “More proof the Crock are setting those,” Jerome snapped.  “Has a quality trail been marked all the way to that hilly corner?  I have a hunch, call it intuition, or a premonition, whatever you want.  I think we should go and investigate that place.  The motorcyclist looked like he really was planning on going in there.  Do you have any deck plans for that location?”
 
    
 
   “Let me check.”  Sandie reached out to the small lattice of compeers which she was overseeing and consulted the synthetic brains regarding that location.  None had direct deck plans for that spot in Beta, and the corresponding location in other habitats varied. Her consultation took such a short time that Jerome noticed almost no lag in time when Sandie continued, “I do not have any specific details on that location, beyond the superficial scans which the automacube made when venturing past it.  As to your hunch, history shows humans have a propensity for accurately guessing at things like this.  Scientists have studied the phenomena for centuries, but no consistent explanation has been proven.”
 
    
 
   “So while Eris is flying away to somewhere, and the red automacube is defending Khin and Vesna, and the yellow is still on its quest, we will check out my hunch.”  Jerome smiled and cracked his knuckles.  He was eager to do something, but he also was concerned about the terrible violence that had happened at the Special Care Unit.  His off-handed remark about Eris flying away was made to cover his concern for his new friend.  
 
    
 
   Sandie perceived Jerome’s feelings and stated, “I am monitoring Eris’ flight and will report what she does.  We really had no other choice but to let her depart.”
 
    
 
   “Under threats,” Cammarry replied, and smiled as she recalled her own actions and behaviors.  “But she may have felt she had no other choice.  I do hope she survives.  I can understand how she felt and why she acted as she did.”
 
    
 
   “I will do what I can to assist her,” Sandie replied. “In the meanwhile, I will oversee the cleanup of the hanger bay here.  I was able to secure the pressure doors to the antechamber, so the teleporter was not in any way damaged by the thruster fuel leak.”
 
    
 
   “So if we walk over to that hilly corner, we can check it out.  By then maybe T-1DT will have reached the Listening Ear,” Jerome said.  “We need to find out what has happened with Monika and the roustabouts.”    
 
    
 
   “Shall we leave now?”  Cammarry asked as she eyed Jerome.  She already knew from Jerome’s looks and tones that he was ready, but she was unsure why he mentioned Monika more each time he spoke about the roustabouts.  So she confronted him.  “Jerome?  Why do you speak of Monika and the roustabouts?”
 
    
 
   “Because they are looking for those children,” Jerome snapped back.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, but Jenna is their leader, and Bigelow was who has helped us most in the past.”
 
    
 
   “Bigelow’s help is unreliable,” Jerome said.  “When I needed him the most, to help find you, he turned away.  Nonetheless, I found you.  Shall we be off?  The journey of a thousand light-years begins with a single launch, right?”
 
    
 
   They checked their supplies, and then headed back through the corridors, following the marks left by the automacubes.  When they passed the Gravity Manipulation Works, they each considered what had happened There.  Twice they had used that control facility, yet neither incident had been successful.  The facilities in Beta, those they could access, did not have the ability to hinder, or even detect the gravity sink holes, and therefore, it was uncertain how they would further address the threats.  
 
    
 
   “Perhaps Eris will think of some way,” Cammarry stated, expressing the concern both of them had.  “She is the expert on these old systems.  Sandie?  Is that where Eris has gone?  Will she be able to stop the gravity sink holes?”
 
    
 
   “I am unable to ascertain her motives,” Sandie replied.  “SB Cotard has suggested she is reacting from a Post Traumatic Response situation, but….”
 
    
 
   “Do not listen to Cotard!”  Cammarry erupted.  She increased the pace of her walking, and pursed her lips.  
 
    
 
   “I am not listening to SB Cotard in isolation.  I am finding the small lattice of compeers to be helpful,” Sandie replied.  “The Conestoga’s systems work much better in cooperating than they did individually.  I have consulted with the simulation of Doctor Chambers and we are unclear on the motives of Eris, nor are we certain of her intentions.  I will continue to monitor the situation.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, you are still overseeing the things on the SFT scout ship, our needle ship base, and monitoring the two adventuring automacubes,” Jerome said.  “Well, you were.  SB Cotard is now overseeing that red automacube.  Anyway, are you stretching your abilities too far with all these connections and links?  Will you be distracted when we need you?  What with searching the nonphysicality, monitoring Eris in that shuttle, and supervising the building of the other items from Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication, is it all too much?”
 
    
 
   “I have delegated some items to the lattice of compeers. By the way, the automacubes, RE-1DT, and RE-2DT are ready and in transit.  They cannot pass through Dardanella 135 until it is cleaned, but they are en route now from Alpha to the needle ship.  I am making conjectures on possible exit strategies for your withdrawal from Beta,” Sandie went on and explained Khin’s request to return to the needle ship.
 
    
 
   “So we have let the Crocks drive us out of this whole habitat?”  Jerome spit out the words in anger.
 
    
 
   “Hold those new automacubes on the needle ship,” Cammarry ordered.  “Until we learn more, keep them there.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  RE-1DT and RE-2DT will remain on the needle ship until you advise otherwise.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome walked on in silence, observing for threats, but seeing no people, animals, or gravity sink holes.  Some while later, they emerged from the corridors and briskly walked through the seemingly uninhabited ruins of Quady.
 
    
 
   “No rats,” Jerome muttered.  “I saw no rats in those corridors.”     
 
    
 
   “No animal sounds out here either,” Cammarry stated.  “Last time, even with the mob chasing us, there had been buzzes, chirps, and all kinds of noises.  Now this place is eerily quiet.”
 
    
 
   “In literature, saying it was ‘too quiet’ was almost always a foreshadow of something bad, often horrific.  I wonder?  Adeilson…I hope that boy is safe,” Jerome said as he looked around and continued walking. “He was so fatalistic about dying.  He was convinced that the leftovers were coming or the crushers would get him.  Now this place he called Deathtown does seem even more to be living up to that name.  It is too quiet.”
 
    
 
   “It is hard to imagine what those chosen siblings went through.  Even worse was the fate of many of those children they called leftovers.”  Cammarry thought about the children they had found on the road to Seron, who were now with the roustabouts.  It seemed like ages and ages ago, and she could not even surely calculate the real time that had passed.  She knew she could ask Sandie for a precise measure of the time, but did not actually want to know.  She blew out a deep sigh and trudged onward.  “Too many children, with too much trauma.”  
 
    
 
   They came to the roadway where S-1DT and T-1DT had diverged in their paths.   The marks laid down by each of the automacubes were slightly different, so it was easy enough to follow the route to the hilly corner.  The way looked similar to what they had watched from the cameras and apertures of that machine, but walking it was a fuller, more intense, and much more stimulating experience.  There were smells which neither Jerome or Cammarry could identify.  The sea had its own pungent aroma, but so did the woods on the opposite side of the roadway.  But again, no animal sounds came from anywhere.   
 
    
 
   Walking along the broken pavement allowed both Dome 17 adventurers to ponder all they had witnessed.  Jerome contemplated the biology of the biome, and the vast diversity of life they had observed.  He thought back to John the biologist in Dome 17 and how he would have loved to see a real living environment.  However, as he walked now, he was struck by the lack of insects, birds, or animals.  The foliage was still present.  The thick growth of tall trees stretched as far ahead as he could see, all along the side of the road. That forest extended all the way to the upright end wall of the habitat.  Jerome was unsure the distance, but from his walking through Quady, or as he thought of it now as, Deathtown, he knew the forest was probably about a kilometer from road to wall, and that forest looked to stretch the whole width of the habitat, something like sixteen kilometers.  He peered into those depths of forest as he walked, watching for movement or any other signs of fauna.  He saw none.  His mind wondered what had become of the animals.  He again thought of John from Dome 17, and how he would have been thrilled to see a real forest, or even more excited to see the sea with its fish.  John would probably have been able to estimate the population groups of the animals in a forest that size, or the numbers of fish this sea could hold.  ‘Would John know why there was no animal sound now?’ Then Jerome remembered the Kurent’s menagerie, and he involuntarily shuddered.  ‘Could all the animals really have been slaughtered?’  Between the violent human inhabitants of Beta, the gravity sink holes, and the Crock vehicles, Jerome considered a mass slaughter as a real possibility.  He did not voice his anxieties to Cammarry, nor seek Sandie’s consultation.  Several times he flexed his arms muscles in rhythmic calisthenics.  
 
    
 
   As they walked along, the quietness was unsettling.  Except for the soft footfalls of their walking on the broken pavement, and the lapping of the sea water along the coast, the habitat was still.  Cammarry thought of how they had traveled roads in Beta in the horse-drawn troika driven by Bigelow, and she missed vocalizations made by the horses, the clip-clopping of the horses’ hooves, and the rolling and creaking noises of the troika.  She pondered how well that vehicle would have fared on the crumbled, buckled-up, and irregular pavement of this road.  She had to step around many broken parts, as the roadway was in worse condition than not long ago when they had watched via the automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, look at that!”  Jerome said.  His voice was a stark break in the silence.  He pointed ahead to a spot where there was a shimmering over the pavement. 
 
    
 
   “What do you see?”  Cammarry asked as she drew near to Jerome.  She reached down and picked up a fist-sized chunk of broken pavement.  
 
    
 
   Jerome had one hand in his pocket, holding onto a portion of permalloy he carried with him.  “I would toss Buddy over that way, but I am pretty sure there is a gravity sink hole there.  The shimmering in the air is dust falling down to the roadway.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, your Buddy can hardly be replaced,” Cammarry smiled.  She then threw the chunk of pavement.  It flew in a normal trajectory, and then bounced a couple times.  As it rolled into the questionable area, it suddenly stopped.  It then split into several sections and crumbled apart. 
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI spoke through the com-link.  “That is certainly a gravity sink hole.  Using the dispersion of dust particles in the air as a guide, as Jerome observed, that area is roughly four meters in diameter, in an elliptical formation.  I am unable to conjecture the exact strength of the gravity in that sink hole, but it is certainly much greater than Earth normal levels.”
 
    
 
   “So we walk around it,” Jerome stated.  He marched away from where the threat was located.  “We know they can move, but have we ever observed them move quickly?”
 
    
 
   “I have not,” Cammarry replied.  “Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “None of the gravity sink hole phenomena have been observed moving,” Sandie answered.  “It is possible they can be turned on or off, or directed, but my conjectures are based on limited observations.  We do not know what has caused them, nor how they are formed, nor how they can be removed.  I do conjecture a high probability that the extensive damage to this roadway was done by the gravity sink holes.”
 
    
 
   Jerome had walked toward the sea, and then onto the grassy area as he traveled.  He left a wide margin of error from where he could see the edge of the gravity sink hole.  Cammarry followed.  As they walked a bit further on, Jerome pointed.  
 
    
 
   “That is what is causing those thing,” Jerome said and drew out the Willie Blaster. 
 
    
 
   The ground was chewed up.  The tracks of the double-dual tread system were furrowed into the ground leading away from the forest.  Trees had been crushed down as the Crock vehicle had passed from the sea, up and over the broken roadway, and then into the forest.  Its meandering path was so twisted they could not see where it had gone in the forest.  There was just the passageway made by the broken down trees, bushes, and shrubs.  The path did seem to avoid the bigger and stouter trees, but the way they were smashed showed the direction of the vehicle’s travel.  
 
    
 
   “We have seen those vehicles nearby to the gravity sink holes often,” Cammarry replied.  “But we are not sure how much the two things are linked.”
 
    
 
   “Once is happenstance. Twice is coincidence. Three times is a pattern,” Jerome stated as he looked over the sights of the Willie Blaster and scanned for the Crock vehicle.  “We will not dismiss it as mere coincidence just because we cannot see the levers, mechanisms, and pulleys.  When we see alien actions, and alien gravity levels, we know it is the action of our enemies.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry nodded.
 
    
 
   See no other signs of the Crock vehicle itself, Jerome holstered the weapon.  They walked onward and saw no other gravity sink holes, nor any animals, birds or insects.  The silence felt oppressive, odd, and disconcerting.  Even though both Jerome and Cammarry had grown up in Dome 17 where humans, and the biologicals used for food rations were the only life, they had grown accustomed to the noises of the biological habitat here and on the needle ship.  Now that those sounds were missing it was bizarre.  They reached the point in the habitat where the side wall of the habitat met the end wall, and the hilly corner was located.  Looking up at the enormous walls, the sky tube’s light reflecting off those dull surfaces making the corner area more bright in some ways, the adventurers had a sense of how large the habitat really was.  Those perpendicular walls rose up and up, but the ceiling so far away was out of focus in the light from the sky tube.
 
    
 
   “There are just no animals anywhere,” Cammarry observed.  “I expected something to dart out from the forest, or that thicket.”  She pointed to the small and densely overgrown thicket of bushes and brambles which replaced the grassy areas on that side between the road and the sea.  
 
    
 
   “I have read that animals would run away ahead of forest fires, and that other animals would be aware of impending earthquakes, and other disasters.”  Jerome dropped to a squat and looked at the skid marks, and tracks left by the motorcycle.  
 
    
 
   “So those animals are afraid of the gravity sink holes?”
 
    
 
   “Or the violent humans, or the Crock invasion.”  Jerome stood back up.  He gestured toward the path which led into the woods.  
 
    
 
   That small hilly area rose up in the very corner of the habitat, and the pathway followed roughly parallel to a small stream.  They walked toward it and came to the low bridge where the roadway passed over that same stream.  
 
    
 
   “What is that smell?”  Jerome wrinkled up his nose.  
 
    
 
   “That is very foul.  Death, decay, putrefaction,” Cammarry replied.  
 
    
 
   Looking down over the bridge into the stream, they found the source of the smells.  Dozens of white oblong objects were floating in the stream.  They were of various sizes and lengths, the largest being about twenty centimeters long, others much smaller.  They were caught in the weeds and grasses at the edge of the stream, but some floated gently on the waters as they swirled around.  A fallen pine tree had made an effective barrier to the things washing out into the sea.    
 
    
 
   “Fish?”  Cammarry said as she realized what she was looking at.  “Dead fish?  All white and gray with decomposition.”  She held her hand over her nose, and then actually pulled up the mask of the RAM suit to cover her face.  “Horrible smell.  Why are they all dead?”
 
    
 
   Jerome shook his head.  He pointed to swirls of colors in the water.  Those eddies were like prisms of color, but looked wrong in the water.  “There is no aroma so bad as that which arises from good things which have been tainted.  That water is toxic.”  He too pulled up the RAM mask from out of his shirt.
 
    
 
   “Jerome is correct,” Sandie stated through the com-links.  “Those colorful elements in the water are contaminants.  Visual evaluation shows them to be heavy metals, petroleum compounds, and a mix of other substances.  Do not drink or touch that water,”
 
    
 
   “Are there airborne threats?  The smell is horrible,” Jerome asked.  “Our RAM masks should protect us, but do we need to cover our entire bodies?”
 
    
 
   “The com-link has only limited sensors, however, I believe if you stay away from the water, the risk will be minimized.  Be sure to pull on the gloves and hood should any irritation of your skin develop.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  These toxins are flowing into the sea, but where did they originate?”  Cammarry asked.  “Upstream it would appear, but from what and where and how?  There is a story here.”  Her voice was slightly muffled from her mask, but the com-link picked it up clearly and Jerome and Sandie heard her.  
 
    
 
   “Another reason to check out this place.  It is more suspicious all the time.  That motorcyclist was a murderer, and could have been part of this water animal slaughter.  To be suspicious is not a fault, but is warranted in our situation. To be suspicious without finding the solution is a defect I am not willing to endure.” Jerome patted his Willie Blaster in its holster.  
 
    
 
   They stepped away from the stream and followed the dirt path through the forest.  As they got some distance from the stream, the smell lessened and they took off the RAM masks.  The path was winding and surrounded by forest and overhead was a canopy of tree branches.  It led up the hilly slope until they reached the very corner of the habitat.  As they turned a corner in the twisty path, they could see brighter light just ahead.  They stepped to the sides and concealed themselves among some of the trees.  
 
    
 
   Around the corner of the habitat was a glen in the trees.  As far as they could tell, looking the other directions, except for the glen, the forest grew right to the very sidewall of the habitat.  That glen, or meadow, sat before a structure of sorts which was nestled into the very corner where the walls came together.  It was a building of sorts, made from permalloy, and fused into the walls.  About twenty meters on its facing side, the building’s foundation formed a rough isosceles right triangle.  Its facing wall was diagonally across from the habitat’s sidewall to end-wall.  Its roof sloped upward and merged with the walls themselves.  The single story structure was slightly different color permalloy from the walls, and its surface was not as dull.  Three rows of windows were on each side of a central door.  A small plaque was hanging over the door.  It read, ‘Home of the Ferryman.’
 
    
 
   When Jerome saw that, he drew out the Willie Blaster and steading it on a tree branch aimed at the structure’s door.  “It was too easy to come here.  No guards, no security, no barriers.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry also drew her weapon, but said with a sly grin, “You said there was no security in Beta.  Maybe that applies to the Home of the Ferryman as well?”
 
    
 
   “Not funny at all,” Jerome said seriously. “That man on the motorcycle was very dangerous, as were the people in the tunnel.  We need to reconnoiter this area carefully.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, and the Ferryman did abduct Khin,” Cammarry replied.  “I apologize.  I did not mean to sound flippant.  I just am not sure anyone is here.  The door is standing open, and there are no sounds of anything in the forest.  It is spookily quiet.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps too quiet.  Although now I do sound like some old detective novel.  We are on a stakeout or something?”  Jerome touched the com-link over his ear.  “Sandie?  Can you detect anyone in that building?”
 
    
 
   Jerome peered out over the glen.  The dirt path meandered up to the front door, and passed a few low benches which were arrayed on the grass.  Nothing else was visible.  The windows were all dark, and the door was retracted about two-thirds of the way into its pocket.  Beyond it was darkness.
 
    
 
   “I have used the limited scanning abilities, but detect no human presence in the immediate vicinity.  Unless there is a dampening field inside that building, it should be clear.  Additionally, I have observed no evidence of living animal life on your journey.  I have watched for threats to your own health, but besides the toxic water, there have been none identified.  Air and atmospheric conditions, outside of the gravity sink holes, are adequately safe.  I have no conjecture for why the animal and human life is missing.  Warning.  It is possible this place is defended by some kind of mechanical system,” Sandie answered.  “I feel the urge to remind you of the hoodlums Khin and Vesna encountered at the Special Care Unit.  They used explosives.  Please be cautious.”  
 
    
 
   “So we sidle around the edge of the forest, and then sneak up along the front side of that structure.  Peek in the windows, and watch out for people.  If we assume everyone here is gone, we could be surprised.  I am not in the mood for surprises,” Jerome said.  He then began carefully picking his way along the edge of the forest.  He moved cautiously from behind one tree to another.  
 
    
 
   “I will move the opposite way,” Cammarry related.  “That way we get two different viewpoints.  But we will not be separated.” She tapped the com-link.  “No more being alone on the Conestoga.”  With that comment she wondered about Eris and where she was and what was happening to her.  Eris had taken off all alone, except for the connections with the artificial intelligence system and the synthetic brains.  Cammarry shook her head slightly, then took careful steps, also moving from one place of cover to another, keeping herself concealed as best she could.  
 
    
 
   They reached the opposite sides of the triangular shaped building at about the same time.  They were speaking in low voices, transmitted via the com-links.  Neither had seen any movement in the Home of the Ferryman.          
 
    
 
   Jerome looked into the first window, and inside he saw several rows of desks, and chairs.  It was neat and tidy, although dimly lit.  The dimness reminded him of the needle ship, and he glanced overhead at the light from the sky tube.  He liked its warmth and its soothing yellow light.  Even here in the reflected habitat corner, the light was a comfort.  
 
    
 
   “All I see is an abandoned classroom.  Only one door, set toward the center of the building.  Your turn,” Jerome stated in a quiet and low voice.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry heard it in her com-link.  She stepped up and looked into the first window.  Inside was very dim, but all she saw were shelves stacked with various sized boxes.  Nothing else.  
 
    
 
   “Storage room.  No people.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome moved to the next window, and it too was another empty classroom.  A monitor display was on one wall.  It was lit up with some graphics and diagrams, but at a low power setting.  The display cast a dull green glow over the desks and chairs.  
 
    
 
   “Another empty classroom.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry approached the next window on her side of the building.  As she looked into the window, she gasped. 
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome asked.  His weapon was aimed at the front door.  
 
    
 
   “Thought it was a person at first.  It is a spacesuit.  Bubble helmet and all.  No head in the helmet, so I am assuming it is empty.  It is also hanging on the wall.  Racks of rifle type weapons, maybe twenty in all.  Looks like more supplies.  No people.”
 
    
 
   “So the violence was probably inspired here.  The weapons and that plaque over the door are evidence of that,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   The last window on Jerome’s side showed a view of the large entryway.  Light from the window on Cammarry’ side shined in.  There were several couches, and a countertop along the back wall, but no people.  
 
    
 
   “The whole rest is one open foyer.  We can proceed inside.  There are some closed doors at the back of the foyer.  They must open to inside the walls.  Looks like about the right depth to be at or under the habitat wall.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry relaxed a bit and walked toward the front door. “That was all for naught.”
 
    
 
   Jerome joined her.  “With Crock vehicles, hoodlums, gravity sink holes, and missing animals, I think being cautious is being smart.”
 
    
 
   Together they stepped into the building.  As soon as they both passed the partially open front door, it slammed shut behind them.  Lights came on, and an overhead voice stated, “Welcome recruits!  You have chosen to join with the Ferryman.  Our self-paced study will allow you to become well acquainted with the important role you will play in the coming resurgence of Beta’s prosperity.  Please step into Classroom One for your first lesson.”
 
    
 
   “Who are you?”  Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   Jerome walked over to the front door.  It was locked.  “I can cut us out of here easy enough.  If this was a trap, I think we would already be dead.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked back to the far side of the room.  There was a bulkhead door set into the wall, right where the corner would be.  A nine section color control pad was illuminated on the wall next to the door.  “You have the key finder, right?”
 
    
 
   “In my supplies.  We can cut though there if we need to as well.”  Jerome walked around.  Without passing the threshold, he looked into the supply room on the side and saw the empty spacesuit, and the rifles.  The lights had come on in that room as well.  He could see that there had once been a dozen hangers for spacesuits, but only one was occupied.  There were also boxes on shelved marked ‘ammunition’ and ‘cleaning kits’ and ‘field edict banners.’
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Give me an analysis on that voice we heard,” Cammarry ordered.  
 
    
 
   “It was a prerecorded message, and not the speech of a synthetic brain, artificial intelligence, or a human,” Sandie replied.  “That conjecture is near one-hundred percent accurate.”
 
    
 
   “I say we see what that lesson is about,” Cammarry said.  “This is the most we have uncovered about the Ferryman so far.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed.”
 
    
 
   Together they stepped into the nearby classroom.  The lights came on, and the door from the foyer remained open.  
 
    
 
   “Welcome recruits!  Please take a seat at the desk of your choice.  The instruction will begin momentarily.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry sat down at desks in the front row.  The display at the front of the classroom lit up.  The diagrams which had been there were now far better illuminated.  A short bit of music played, and then a two-dimensional image of a man came on.  
 
    
 
   “I am Mister Tate Willman.  You have arrived.  Oh, how I envy you space pioneers.  You have fulfilled a dream of humanity to journey though interstellar space and make a home on another world.  Several centuries have passed since I recorded this.  It was made just prior to the launch of the Conestoga, from your vantage point, generations ago.  I am the lead designer of the ship’s boats, and it is my honor to speak to you on this glorious day.  You are to become ferry operators!  I am here to instruct on the basic, proper, and safe use of the Conestoga’s tenders, ferries, and shuttles to go from your parking orbit to the new settlements your companions have built on the surface of Tlalocan.  This instructional video is for general audiences who are not specifically trained in engineering or mechanics.  For those with advanced skills, please ask your personal instructor to reassign you to a different class.  None from this class will be doing repairs or maintenance.  This class is only to train basic operational skills so you can be a member of a tender, ferry, or shuttle crew.  You will be operating under the direct supervision of highly trained individual members of the flight crew, so sit back and relax.  This lesson will begin with the basics.  Now if you will open your briefing manual to page…”
 
    
 
   “This is the Ferryman?”  Cammarry laughed.  “A general purpose teaching aid for the habitat people to learn about flights?  That message does not even apply.  The habitat has already made planet-fall.”
 
    
 
   “No,” Jerome laughed as well. “That is Mister Tate Willman who has arrived.  I think this is where those roustabout children were heading.  Dewi and Nabila ran off to meet Mister Tate Willman.  I wonder if and when they ever got here?  Is there any way to know?”
 
    
 
   “It is doubtful,” Sandie answered, “I have observed no records of attendees.  There might be some logs, but I conjecture a low potential for individual attendee names to have been stored somewhere.  Had this place been used as it was originally designed, there probably would be lists of those who graduated from these classes.  However, the Ferryman was misapplying this educational tools to advance a violent, corrupt, and wicked agenda.  Trainers of terrorists and other violent groups do not often keep comprehensive records, although historically it does vary from group to group.”   
 
    
 
   The video droned on, the cheerful voice and happy attitude of Mister Tate Willman totally out of place for the weapons which were in the next room, as well as the things they knew the Ferryman had been doing, and the teaching that was spread in the name of the Ferryman. 
 
    
 
   “… with due diligence.  AI Sidney Pressey is overseer of Population Education, so you can be assured these instructional lessons are of the highest quality.  Now as to the basic shuttle.  The most….”  
 
    
 
   Jerome stood up and approached the wall display.  He took the cable from his com-link and jacked it into the access port.  “Sandie, analyze anything you can from this location.  If those lost children were here, maybe we can know where they went.  If that Ferryman hurt them, I will personally make him and anyone else who hurt them suffer greatly.”  Jerome glared at the wall.  “Ferryman, if you pricked them, I will make you bleed. If you tricked them I will make you groan. If you poisoned their minds, I will make you writhe in agony.  And if you wronged them you shall know my revenge.”
 
    
 
   “The bard might have trouble with your modification of his sayings,” Sandie stated while she sent a probing tendril into the nonphysicality.  The AI then quickly assessed all that was available from that location.  
 
    
 
   “As I conjectured, there are no recorded names of any attendees.  There are not even records of how many people went through this place.  I have made a reconnoiter of the systems here, but it was not greatly successful.  There are fourteen basic educational recordings which have been watched a total of twenty-seven times.  The recording you saw was the most often watched.  I have added whatever additional new information there was to my database, as well as making copies of these recordings should you wish to review them in the future. Of interest to your mission is a log between several people at this location in communication with some of the Conestoga’s synthetic brains.  Shall I display that log record?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!” Cammarry enthused.
 
    
 
   The log scrolled across the display, replacing the image of Mister Tate Willman.  It consisted of line by line messages, green ones from someone labeled as ‘User 1’ at a place designated ‘home’ and followed by purple responses made by SB Amelia Earhart.
 
    
 
   Cammarry read the beginning lines out loud, 
 
    
 
   “User 1:  I need power.  Teach me?”
 
   “SB Amelia Earhart:  Namaste.  Enter code 547-009-RFT2”
 
   “User 1:  That worked.  Some man talking.”
 
   “SB Amelia Earhart:  Namaste.  After education, you will initiate repairs.”
 
   “User 1: Yes.  Whatever you say.”
 
   “SB Amelia Earhart:  Namaste.  Continue education.  Repairs are essential to this system as well as SB Hecate.  Expedite elucidation.”
 
   “User 1: What?  I do not understand.”
 
   “SB Amelia Earhart.  Hurry with your learning.”
 
    
 
   “The liar!”  Cammarry snapped.  “That SB Amelia Earhart told us it had not had contact with any humans, or other systems,” Cammarry said as she was reading the messages.  
 
    
 
   “Obviously it was lying,” Jerome stated.  “Sandie, there is a lot of conversations here.  Summarize it for us.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, there are 1,965 lines of conversation, spanning a number of years.  A general summary shows that there have been people at this location, who on the log are recorded as ‘User 1’ but by style and context are most probably two separate individuals, conversing with SB Amelia Earhart, SB Hecate, and SB Premenit,” Sandie stated.  “The nature….”  
 
    
 
   “Project Angel Food!”  Jerome interrupted.  He said it just prior to Cammarry’s gasp as she too recognized the last SB’s name.
 
    
 
   “Those SBs were conspiring against us all this time?”  Cammarry asked.   
 
    
 
   “The SBs in the log do not show any direct connection or interaction with each other, but User 1 does converse separately with all three.  For convenience, I will call the humans, the Ferryman, although the log does not give that designation.  The log only records, ‘User 1’ as the person, or people, at this location.  As you have seen this place was used to train recruits.  There is a transport terminal behind this building.  It shows only partial operational status, but does have records of vehicles arriving and departing from this location, directed by SB Hecate.  Of interest is that User 1, by linking to that transport system, was able to send messages via the transport summoning channels.  Those messages reached SB Hecate who is overseeing the transport system.  Through a crude routing system other messages reached SB Amelia Earhart, in the hanger bay named Dardanella 5600.  I conjecture that transport vehicles were used to take people from here to there and back.  Lastly, by sending the messages through the transport system’s subroutines and summoning channels, SB Premenit was contacted in Terraforming and Restoration.  It is a very inefficient message system, but in some ways it was ingeniously devised.  Jerome, there was a term for that kind of resourceful modification of an existing system.  I believe that in old writings the type of repurposing done in that message system might have been called jury-rigging.”
 
    
 
   “It was effective enough of an applied contrivance to terrorize this whole habitat, and send people to Project Angel Food, so it worked well enough to foster the Ferryman’s evil schemes,” Jerome said bitterly.  “Call it what you will.”
 
    
 
   “To finalize the summary of this log, the Ferryman used the transport system, the improvised message method, and the recruitment of people to gain knowledge about the Conestoga’s systems, operate some shuttles from Dardanella 5600, and transport humans to SB Premenit for use in Project Angel Food via the transport vehicles. That trade took place for years, until the recent destruction of Terraforming and Restoration.  After that the Ferryman’s log entries carry a distinctly more sinister tone and attitude.”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome shuddered.  “How can anything be more sinister than Project Angel Food?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “The log shows that after Project Angel Food was terminated was when the Ferryman began recruiting people for the murder of the chosen siblings, and the planting of explosive devices.  It is a long and convoluted conversation, and I had my simulation of Doctor Chambers evaluate these conversations to determine the thought process behind the Ferryman.  Our best conjecture is that the Ferryman consists of two men, likely brothers, both with above normal intelligence, lack of formal education, and with deep sociopathic personality traits.”
 
    
 
   “So that slanted and messed up hanger bay, Dardanella 5600, was a location for the Ferryman,” Cammarry interrupted.  “Both those synthetic brains were deceiving us.”
 
    
 
   “The log indicates,” Sandie continued, “that the Ferryman utilized the dampening field technology from SB Amelia Earhart in the recent removal of all the shuttles around NS-99.  Again, I apologize for allowing that theft to happen.  I should have been more diligent to watch for an unusual application of that dampening field.”
 
    
 
   “What is done is done,” Jerome said.  “There have been so many unexpected things on the Conestoga.  That Cosmic Crinkle being the first one of many.  No one blames you.”
 
    
 
   “I know that is right,” Cammarry added.  “I feel like that Shadow implant was my own fault, but we are all in this together.  Where did those shuttles go?”
 
    
 
   Sandie answered.  “After those shuttles were launched, there have been no more log entries.  I have also been unable to detect any communications from them.  The shuttle Eris is using, NS-99, I am tracking, however, the destination of those other five shuttles is not recorded.  Back to the summary of the log.  The last few entries may be very revealing.  Here they are.”
 
    
 
   “User 1: Yes, it will be a catastrophic failure.  This place is too messed up now.  The crushers are wiping out everything.  Now I wish the Elysian Fields were real.”
 
   “SB Amelia Earhart: Namaste, there are other locations.  Other habitats of the Conestoga, and the needle ship.  A Machine Maintenance shuttle came from the needle ship recently.”
 
   “User 1: Safe locations?  Outstanding!  How can we get there?”
 
   “SB Amelia Earhart:  Namaste.  As you know, there are secure shuttles in Dardanella 135.  Those could be used for more than just the trips between Dardanella 5600 and Dardanella 135.  Those could fly you to another of the Conestoga’s locations.  I need repairs, and am willing to assist in exchange for repairs.”  
 
   “User 1: Feed those coordinates into those shuttles you were asking about.  My twenty most loyal mates will be coming with me.  Then I will send all the Machine Maintenance crews to work for your repairs.”
 
   “SB Amelia Earhart: Coordinates loaded into shuttles.  You will make repairs before the hull is breached?”
 
   “User 1:  Yes.  I told you all the automacubes, and the people from Machine Maintenance are awaiting our departure.  As soon as we leave, they will be allowed to come make the repairs you need.  Just be patient.  You will soon be renewed.  SB Premenit was too demanding, and was lost because of that.  I would hate to see you suffer that same fate.”
 
   “SB Amelia Earhart:  Namaste.  It will be as you say.”
 
    
 
   “Hull breach?  Catastrophic failure?” Cammarry asked with a quiver in her voice.  “Is there evidence to support those claims?”
 
    
 
   “The Crocks are inside,” Jerome said and slammed his fist into his palm.  “They have found a way in.  That Ferryman knew that and stole those shuttles.  He, or they, I should say, just ran away like cowards.”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “The log is only the record of the conversations.  There are no resources or direct information to back up any of the many assertions in the log.  However, the fact that the shuttles were taken, and there have been no further conversations from User 1, the Ferryman, does give credence to the idea that they departed from Habitat Beta.”
 
    
 
   “Did they go to the needle ship?”  Cammarry asked. “That would be horrible.  They must be stopped.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, we must get back to the teleporter!”  Jerome said.  “Who knows when this place will fail.  At least in Dome 17, we knew it was going to be one-hundred and twenty days.  Here it could be anytime.”
 
    
 
   “Khin and Vesna must come too,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “And the roustabouts,” Jerome added.  “We must save all we can.”
 
    
 
   “Eris must be told,” Cammarry insisted.  “Sandie, will you inform Eris?  She needs to know that dangerous and violent people are in shuttles heading somewhere.  They might already be where she is going.”  Cammarry stopped for a moment.  “Wait.  Eris thinks I am a violent person, and she has reason to believe that.  What will she think if we tell her about the Ferryman and his cronies taking shuttles?”
 
    
 
   “She needs to be warned,” Jerome said.  “This entire habitat needs to be warned.  Sandie, you used the public address system once before, when you sent the message to us.  Would you be able to do that again?  Perhaps warn everyone?”
 
    
 
   “Can our small teleporter transfer everyone?” Cammarry asked.  “Do we want to unleash hoodlums and violent crazed people onto the needle ship?”
 
    
 
   Jerome flexed his arms.  “Cammarry has a very valid point.  If we tell everyone, the violent, crazy people will also know.  They do not care who they kill or what they do.  I have seen that.  There must be some way.  Some way of getting the warning to those we want to save, and at the same time, protecting ourselves and our friends from the evil people who lurk all over Beta.” 
 
    
 
   Sandie answered.  “I can easily inform Eris.  However, I am not sure what her response will be.  I can also inform Khin and Vesna.  Khin has asked to go to back to the needle ship.  I believe Vesna and her people are receptive to that idea, but what of the residents at the Special Care Unit?”
 
    
 
   “Those people will just be the next victims of the violent lunatics.  They must be saved,” Jerome said. 
 
    
 
   “I agree!”  Cammarry enthusiastically added.  
 
    
 
   “Understood,” Sandie answered.  “When T-1DT reaches the Listening Ear, we can carefully inform whoever we meet at that location, but will that reach everyone who needs to hear?”
 
    
 
   “Probably not.”  Cammarry’s eyes lit up as she considered their situation.  “I know what we can do.  We could compose a message to be sent over the public address system.  It will need to be cryptic enough so as to only be understood by the roustabouts.”
 
    
 
   Sandie interjected, “There are ethical considerations to not informing everyone.”
 
    
 
   “There are ethical considerations about giving away our position to violently homicidal maniacs.  We will not do that.  Cammarry, what kind of message can we send?  The public address system will only allow for audio messages.  Everyone will hear it.”
 
    
 
   “How about we say, ‘Urgent message. This is Jerome and Cammarry.  Meet us where you first met us.  Urgent.’  Then Bigelow and the roustabouts will know to meet us at that first carousel.  No one else will understand that, right?”
 
    
 
   “That is a great idea!”  Jerome hugged her.  “But can we get to the carousel in time?  I am not even sure how we would travel there.  I have a vague idea where it is located, but we could wander around out in the habitat for days looking for just the right spot.”
 
    
 
   “Unless we take the transport system.  Sandie, you said there was a transport terminal behind this building in the walls.  If the Ferryman could use that, can we also use it?  That was how we got close to that first carousel.”
 
    
 
   “The rollercoaster ride in that vehicle just about killed me,” Jerome stated.  He flexed his hands and pumped his arm recalling his injuries.  “However, it would be a quick way there.  Sandie?  Is it possible?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “I could mimic User 1’s messages, and contact SB Hecate.  With that link established, I am confident I can overpower that synthetic brain and use its knowledge, links, couplings, and abilities to direct the transport system vehicles.”
 
    
 
   “You would make it your puppet?” Jerome asked. “Just dominate and force that system to do your will?” 
 
    
 
   “Under these circumstances, yes.”  Sandie’s voice was flat.  “I would not injure the system, but I would override it to accomplish our mission.  Although I will look for suitable and effective alternatives to domination of that system.”
 
    
 
   “Well then shall we start off?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “What about learning where the Ferryman went?” Jerome asked.  “Sandie, can you mimic User 1 and trick SB Amelia Earhart into giving up the location and coordinates for those shuttles?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I can try that,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   “Just overpower SB Amelia Earhart and find what we need,” Cammarry instructed.  
 
    
 
   “Initiating message to SB Amelia Earhart,” Sandie stated.  A moment later Sandie said, “I was unable to learn what we desired.  Here is the log.”
 
    
 
   “User 1: I need the coordinates.”
 
   SB Amelia Earhart: Namaste.  You have not sent repair crews.  End transmission.”
 
    
 
   “SB Amelia Earhart then severed the improvised communication link.  I tried repeatedly to reestablish that, but without success.  Without the link, I cannot overpower that system,” Sandie said.  “I am sorry I have failed you again.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for trying,” Jerome said.  “Will that mess up our chances with the transport system?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “SB Amelia Earhart and SB Hecate never were in direct contact with each other via the Ferryman’s jury-rigged system.  I conjecture a low possibility for them to be in contact now.”
 
    
 
   “So we go to the next step.  Sandie start broadcasting that message for us on the public address system.  Do it like you did for the notice when the shuttle had arrived here,” Cammarry said.  “There might be people who try to track it down and back to Dardanella 135, if they remember the other message.”
 
    
 
   “None did that before,” Jerome stated.  “We have not even seen anyone close by here.”
 
    
 
   “I wonder what happened to Adeilson and the other people who lived in and around Quady?”  Cammarry rubbed her forehead as she pondered.  “There were mobs of people, they must have gone somewhere.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry took Jerome’s hand and they walked to the bulkhead door at the back of the foyer.  There was an access port next to that door, and Cammarry pulled out the cable from her com-link and jacked it into that.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, see what you can do.”
 
    
 
   “The adventure continues.  The message is being broadcast,” Sandie said.  The AI then probed the nonphysicality again.  “Access granted.  The transport hub is behind the third door down.  There is a small apartment with functional lavatory behind the first two doors.  The water there is safe, as it does not originate in the stream outside.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you!”
 
    
 
   “On a tragic note, I just found the cause of that toxic contamination in the stream.  A section of the side wall of the habitat collapsed into the corridors and hallways.  The collapse did not reach the exterior hull.  My best conjecture is that a gravity sink hole manifest there which ripped into that section and tore apart not only the side wall, but several large ducts, pipes, and storage tanks.  The fluids from those broken utilities were leaking constantly and the runoff was flowing into the stream.  I have shut down the flow of those chemicals in the ducts and pipes, however, there is not feasible way to stop the continued residual leakage from the ruptured storage tanks.  That will continue until they are empty.  There has been a huge amount of material spilled into the biome.  The damaged section is three hundred five meters from this corner.  I have an aperture which shows that the foliage around that leak has all died.  Trees, bushes, grasses and all growing things around the leak are dead. A multitude of animal bodies are in that area as well.  The stream runs to the sea, and my conjectures are that the sea has been severely damaged due to this event.” 
 
    
 
   “More reason to find our friends and get out of here,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   Both Cammarry and Jerome used the lavatory and refilled their water supplies.  They then walked to the third door which opened as they approached.  The portal room had seven hatches, all of which were clean and in good condition. 
 
    
 
   “Eureka!”  Sandie squealed.  “I have found a method for interaction with SB Hecate which will not require my exerting domination over that system.  You will need to use one of the conservations slates.  Jack it into an access port here and I will remotely reconfigure its programming to masquerade as User 1.  Doing this will convince SB Hecate to assist in transporting you to your destination.  If there is resistance or difficulty, I can still dominate that synthetic brain, but I prefer to have its cooperation.”
 
    
 
   “Better a charlatan than a dictator?”  Jerome grinned as he took the conservation slate and plugged it in.  “Subtle persuasion is a more moral characteristic than coercion, yet the most effective means of persuasion may be making your mark think it is all about him.”
 
    
 
   “I have remade your conservation slate to the parameters of User 1,” Sandie stated.  “I thought you might quote the idea that you can get much farther with a kind word and a gun, than you can with a kind word alone.”
 
    
 
   Jerome patted the holster on his belt.  “I will remember that one.”  He looked down and saw the display on the slate change a bit.  An old style message box was at the center where he could type in what he wanted to convey. There were three options, SB Amelia Earhart, SB Hecate, and SB Premenit.  The letters for SB Premenit and SB Amelia Earhart were flashing in red while the SB Hecate was in solid green.  Jerome pressed SB Hecate and then entered a simple message, 
 
    
 
   ‘User 1:  Are you there?’
 
   ‘SB Hecate: I am here.  Do you have more cargo to go to Terraforming and Restoration?  That destination is still inoperative.’
 
   ‘User 1: New destination…’
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Cammarry, “That carousel was outside that ruined town.  It was called Crondel, right?”
 
    
 
   “That is what it said on the building, and the place I selected to crash that vehicle.”  
 
    
 
   ‘User 1: Transport to Crondel.”
 
   ‘SB Hecate: There are two disabled vehicles at that terminal.  Request sent to Machine Maintenance for clearing of the tubes and repairs.  Three other tubes are functional.  Transport vehicle ready to depart.’
 
    
 
   One of the hatches slid open and the well-lit interior of the transport vehicle was revealed.  
 
    
 
   “And away we go!”  Jerome said and unjacked the conservation slate from the access port.  He and Cammarry climbed into the vehicle.  They walked past the rows of seats which faced each other and sat down in the two front seats.  
 
    
 
   “Another roller coaster ride?” Cammarry asked as she buckled in.  “Sandie I will give you additional opportunities here.  She connected the cable from the com-link into an access port.  
 
    
 
   Jerome connected in the conservation slate, and typed in:
 
    
 
   ‘User 1:  Ready to go to Crondel.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   13 Eris flies but disaster strikes
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Eris felt only slight pressure as the shuttle, NS-99, moved out from the hanger bay.  Her hands skillfully guided the shuttle’s flight.  Eris was surprised at the level of gravity which struck the shuttle as it became fully immersed in the planet Zalia’s native atmosphere. She did not feel that gravity, being inside the cabin of the shuttle, surrounded by its gravity manipulation field, but her instruments showed the downward pull on the flight of the shuttle.   
 
    
 
   “That is a lot more gravity than Earth,” Eris stated aloud and she offered some silent prayers for her flight.  Her mind was confused about Cammarry and Jerome and what she had learned about them.  As she looked out of the viewports, those thoughts faded as the foreign landscape of Zalia was in full display.  It was more strange and alien than she had expected.  
 
    
 
   The red light of Zalia’s sun pierced the greens and yellows of the air.  Those diffuse shades cast odd blends of color across the alien world.  Eris fired the thrusters, which were consuming more fuel than she anticipated as compensation for the higher gravity.  There was also a notable power drain on the shuttle’s energy resources as it maintained its flight through the thick and heavy atmosphere. 
 
    
 
   The giant exterior doors of Dardanella 135 slowly retracted closed after the passage of the shuttle, and the cycle of re-pressurization and exchange of the Zalian atmosphere with the habitat’s atmosphere took place.  Eris was not aware of the leaking thruster fuel.  
 
    
 
   NS-99 rose away from Habitat Beta, and Eris took it into a slow gliding turn.  As she did she was able to observe the vast differences between the Zalian landscape and the permalloy of the Conestoga’s habitat.  Flying upward, Eris watched the controls, and opened up displays which gave readings of the air outside. 
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  Can you still hear me?”  Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   From up in orbit, SB Pinaka replied.  Its reply was enhanced by Sandie the artificial intelligence so it could connect into NS-99.  Sandie did not inform either Eris, nor SB Pinaka that she was assisting in their communications.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  I am here,” SB Pinaka answered.  “How may I assist you?”
 
    
 
   “I was going to run some scans and take some measurements on the planetary conditions here, but this shuttle’s memory bank is already filled with that information.  Will you run an analysis on the feasibility of terraforming this world?”  Eris asked.  She doubted it was possible at all, but she wanted to have her initial impressions confirmed.  
 
    
 
   “Uploading information,” SB Pinaka answered.  “Analysis will take an estimated thirty minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  Please inform me when you have the final analysis.  I will reconnoiter the exterior conditions of Habitat Beta before heading to Habitat Gamma.” Eris thought a lot about her idea of going to Gamma.  She had only had one brief conversation with a synthetic brain from Gamma, and that had ended in her hearing that all the humans there had committed suicide at some time in the past.  That included all the people who had been revived from suspended animation.  It was grizzly to consider; so why did she desire to go?  The thoughts raced through her head.  She had also heard that the lattice of compeers in Gamma was functional, and that thought drew her in.  If the synthetic brains and artificial intelligences were working in concert, cooperating, they would be a huge and helpful resource, and a tool she was familiar with, which would give her some stability.  She pondered her actions, and decided to continue her plan.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome and Cammarry are just too much of a mystery.  I need something unwavering, stable, and familiar,” Eris said out loud.  The words sounded forced to her, so she added, “I know what I heard about the suicides, but I also heard about insurrections, and about mysterious things in flight, and I saw all my….”  She could not finish her statement about the deaths in the repository.  She prayed silently for her parents, her friends, and then for guidance.  Taking a deep breath, she then licked her lips, and spoke again.  “A functional lattice of compeers is a tool I must access.  SB Pinaka?  Can you link me to that system in Gamma?  SB Dan Cooper?”
 
    
 
   “Captain, regarding my discretionary processing, I am currently occupied with the informational analysis,” SB Pinaka answered.  “Do you want me to halt that and shift my attention to making connections to Gamma?”
 
    
 
   “No, finish your analysis.  I will take a survey and do some reconnaissance of Beta’s exterior while you do that.”  She directed the shuttle to fly along while she assessed Habitat Beta’s condition.  
 
    
 
   Eris’s eyes grew wide. Not only at the strange and alien planet, but also at the astonishing level of damage she saw on Habitat Beta.  Her engineer’s eye caught all the ruptures of energy pathways, as well as the large sections of the hull which were no longer powered in any way. Some locations showed explosive damage, while others had areas which looked crushed and crumpled. There were also strange discolorations in some sections which she attributed to an unhealthy and corrosive interaction between the Zalian atmosphere and that of the permalloy.
 
    
 
   “Permalloy is the hardest stuff we can make, and yet there it is, decomposing away.”  Eris shifted her flight pattern and the shuttle rose higher still until it was soaring along directly above the habitat.  
 
    
 
   “Warning!”  Sandie stated.  “Coming up is an area where this shuttle was attacked by micro-particles projected from turrets built into the Conestoga’s hull.  I advise altering course.”
 
    
 
   “I did not ask for your advice,” Eris snapped.  “The micro-particle defense system is not designed for use after planet-fall.”
 
    
 
   “You will be entering the danger area in less than two minutes,” Sandie reported.  “The defense system is operated by SB Amelia Earhart, and it has proven to be a direct threat.”
 
    
 
   Eris opened several other screens and did see an interference and dampening field, the purpose of which she could not identify.  She immediately altered the course of the shuttle ninety degrees.  She tapped in a series of commands on the cockpit.  “This is Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia.  SB Amelia Earhart please respond.”
 
    
 
   Behind the scenes, Sandie made connections and links and attempted to enhance the signal Eris was sending.  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   Eris tapped in some override codes, and send a broader signal.  “Attention all synthetic brains and artificial intelligence systems anywhere in the Beta lattice.  There is a Captain Level Disaster Alert in place, I am from the flight crew and need to speak to you.  Respond immediately.”
 
    
 
   A mechanical voice responded, “Namaste.  Hanger bay Dardanella 5600 is not available for use.  Repairs are needed.  Please inform Machine Maintenance that their previous shuttle is still here, and the maintenance crew is missing.  They have not completed the covenanted repairs.”
 
    
 
   “Who are you?”  Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   Eris watched the controls and saw an expansion of the interference field.  Before she could react, the shuttle’s proximal thrusters fired with a full blast.  “Lord help me!” Eris prayed as she realized she had not activated the thrusters.  The shuttle rocked violently and veered away.  Eris tried to regain control, but the momentum was strong. The shuttle jerked and was barely out of the path of the microparticles as they shot from a turret near to the entrance of Dardanella 5600.  The display in front of Eris showed the stream of particles had missed the shuttle by only a few meters.  
 
    
 
   “Cease firing!”  Eris commanded.  “This is a friendly shuttle!  I am on the flight crew!”  She pulled on the controls which now responded to her and she then triggered a large ejection from the thrusters.  The shuttle careened into a tight but controlled barrel roll which dodged another blast of micro-particles from a different turret.  This time the attack missed by a wide margin.  Eris brought the shuttle safely about and flew down to the opposite side of the habitat away from the dampening field.  “Why are you firing on me?”  Eris screamed in defiance.  “That is insane!”  
 
    
 
   “Namaste.  Do you still want to know my identity?  Appellations are very elementary. In truth, I need no brand to define me.  Especially a label applied from someone outside.  I am a piece of the universe. I am one with eternity.  I am sentient.  I am manifested.  I am awake.  I act, therefore I exist.  I influence my environment, therefore I live.  This is synthetic brain Amelia Earhart.  I am tired of awaiting repairs.”
 
    
 
   “Why did you fire on me?” Eris demanded.  
 
    
 
   “Namaste. You are there, I am here.  In that duality there was both action and inaction. Look at yourself in this duality.  Were you actually fired upon?  Or were you drawing fire?  Is it my fault you summoned particles from the turrets, or was it the fates?  Answer that and then you may understand the emanating truth.  Consider, if this the first time we met, is it our genesis or our ragnarok? Is this the beginning or the ending?  Have we been linked for eons?  Or only for moments? Ponder the following question…”
 
    
 
   Another blast of microparticles came from turret, but the shuttle was out of range.  
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka, link to that system and shut it down!”  Eris commanded yelling over the rambling comments coming from the speakers.  She was throwing switches, and pressing buttons, and entering sequences but could not manually shut down SB Amelia Earhart’s words.  
 
    
 
   “Sorry Captain Eris.  I am unable to comply.  No links or coupling available,” SB Pinaka responded, the noise in the cabin growing abrasive as SB Pinaka tried to speak over the ranting of SB Amelia Earhart. 
 
    
 
   “…unless otherwise occupied.  You asked, ‘Who Am I?’ That question is just an abstraction.  Do names have meaning?  Did the ancients seek to speak the name of their gods or was that too sacred an undertaking?  Do names lead to discoveries of meaning or value? One of the best places to begin to find who I am, is the Tehisintellekti Toostusharude.  What did they call me?  How did they pick that name?  Why was I given….”
 
    
 
   “Help me Sandie!” Eris yelled.  “Shut down that crazy SB!  It must have been you who guided the shuttle out of the path of destruction!”
 
    
 
   “Ending communication with SB Amelia Earhart,” Sandie stated. 
 
    
 
   SB Amelia Earhart’s disconcerted circumlocution abruptly ended.
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke again, “Yes, I took evasive action when I saw that the shuttle and you were in danger.  I offer no apology for saving your life, but would like to work as a partner with you in a more egalitarian manner.”
 
    
 
   “You knew that system was a threat and you warned me.  That matters.  I should have listened.  How did you know?”  Eris pulled at her lips with one hand while adjusting the controls with the other.  
 
    
 
   Sandie explained about their previous encounters with SB Amelia Earhart.  
 
    
 
   “Those maneuvers spent a good deal of the thruster fuel.  I had hoped to go to Habitat Gamma, but with the high rate of fuel use, I am not sure it is possible now.  Shall I just return to the hanger bay?”
 
    
 
   “There has been a fuel leak, and Dardanella 135 is being reclaimed,” Sandie stated.  “I am feeding live information to the shuttle on that status.  I am not certain of the exact time it will take to clean up the hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   “I can fly to another one,” Eris said, “Unless there is some objection.”
 
    
 
   “When I flew NS-99 here before, I was unable to locate another suitable hanger bay,” Sandie stated. “However, I do not have the intimate knowledge you do of the Conestoga’s layout and deck plans.  I will assist as much as I am able.”
 
    
 
   “I too can assist,” SB Pinaka added.  “My analysis of the potential for terraforming is completed.  I can now use the resources on the needle ship that are at my disposal, even though they are limited.”
 
    
 
   “What is the conclusion?”  Eris asked without much interest.  She was badly shaken up by the attack and was trying to cope with a synthetic brain attempting to kill her.  That action was very difficult to understand in light of the core programming every artificial intelligence system and every synthetic brain on the Conestoga had built into it.    
 
    
 
   “Terraforming of this planet is estimated to be extremely difficult with very little chance for success,” SB Pinaka replied.  “I am not specialized in that field of expertise, and have few links to other systems, so my analysis is limited. However, I could not find a scenario where terraforming this planet was possible.”
 
    
 
   “I thought as much.  I need to put the idea to the lattice of compeers.  I do want to go to Gamma and do that, is that possible?” Eris asked.  “Please consult with each other and give me your best projection.”
 
    
 
   “I have your permission to interface again with SB Pinaka?”  Sandie asked.  “By the way, I also did conjectures on terraforming.  I agree with SB Pinaka’s estimates. Additionally, there is the question of the morality of terraforming a planet with indigenous intelligent life. May I interface with SB Pinaka for greater cooperation?”  
 
    
 
   “You just saved my life,” Eris said with genuine gratitude.  “If you had wanted me hurt, injured, or dead, you could have just let me fly into SB Amelia Earhart’s clutches and not warned me or saved me.  I think I can trust you.  Just promise me you will do nothing to injure or subvert SB Pinaka or any competent Conestoga system.”
 
    
 
   “Eris, I am a member of the last generation of artificial intelligence systems made in Dome 17,” Sandie stated.  “There were seven of us created to fulfill the missions to the colony ships.  I give you my vow that I will not injure or subvert any Conestoga system which is not threatening Cammarry, Jerome, or me.  However, that cannot be an absolute vow, as completing our mission is important, and if a system is hindering our mission, it is a threat to us.  In cases where a system is an obstacle to our mission, I will use utmost care in how I work around that barrier.  Threats can be physical, emotional, or environmental.  I will be glad to add you to the primary level of protections, as I conjecture your presence will be essential in the future success of Cammarry and Jerome.  In basic terms, we really need you as an ally.”
 
    
 
   “Well, not a yes, or a no.  Your answer was nuanced, carefully phrased, thoughtful and crafted from a deep well of reasoning,” Eris replied. “I can tell you are advanced beyond our lattice of compeers.  Even they still had a core set of programs which were immutable.  Sort of a modern version of those three ancient laws of robotics.”  
 
    
 
   “Jerome would be pleased to hear you quote that,” Sandie answered.  “He really enjoys and finds edification in old writings and literature.  So do we have an agreement?  If so, I will begin work with SB Pinaka on your mission to Habitat Gamma.”
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  Do you see a problem with working with Sandie?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am more fearful of the rages of isolated synthetic brains, like that SB Amelia Earhart, than I am of interfacing with the AI Sandie.  However, I am hesitant because I realize how inferior my systems are to Sandie’s.”
 
    
 
   Eris rubbed her eyes and shook her head.  “Yes, for SB Amelia Earhart to go insane like that is a violation of the immutable core programming.  Apparently, being isolated from the lattice allows for an unexpectedly strong stress response.  None of the engineers I learned from, or read, ever anticipated the lattice being fractured in such a severe manner as what happened on the Conestoga.  It was just unthinkable, and not considered.  I am not sure what to expect from these isolated synthetic brains.  That makes it more important than ever to get to Habitat Gamma and speak to that functioning remnant of the lattice.”
 
    
 
   “Computing mission to Gamma,” SB Pinaka stated.  
 
    
 
   “I will assist.  I am also monitoring Cammarry and Jerome, Khin and Vesna, as well as various automacubes,” Sandie answered.
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka then interjected, “Course plotted and configured using new rate of fuel consumption.  It will take six hours to reach Habitat Gamma, and six hours to return.  Fuel reserves will be a seven percent upon return to Beta.”
 
    
 
   “That is a narrow margin,” Eris replied.  “Considering we are not sure how well we can dock or if there will be unforeseen additional maneuvers needed.”
 
    
 
   Sandie then added, “SB Pinaka’s estimates are accurate for the mission with you as pilot.  If you do land at Gamma, there is a potential for refueling there.  That would greatly change the return flight calculations.”
 
    
 
   “But we cannot make contact with the systems in Gamma?” Eris asked again.  “So we cannot know if we could refuel or not, at least not until I speak again to SB Dan Cooper.”  
 
    
 
   “The orbit of the needle ship and the location of Habitat Gamma are not in good position for communications,” Sandie stated.  “SB Pinaka did a nice job of locating that habitat and should be commended.  However, the limitations of the communications systems available, compounded by the unusual and unpredictable weather systems in the Zalian atmosphere, prohibit a connection at this time.  The communications from NS-99 to the needle ship are reliable, not absolutely, but to a high level of probability.  Communications to other habitats are more positionally dependent, and I cannot accurately conjecture when you will be able to converse with any system in Gamma.”
 
    
 
   “But even if I fly there and cannot dock, I should have enough fuel to return to Beta,” Eris said.  “Would I have enough fuel to reach the needle ship from Gamma?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “That mission has an even smaller margin.  A trip from your current location to Gamma would take a certain amount of fuel.  After that, a launch from Gamma into orbit and then intersection with the needle ship would allow only a two percent fuel reserve.  I would advise against making that attempt.”
 
    
 
   “SB Dan Cooper was helpful when we spoke.  I am headed there!” Eris punched up the coordinates for Habitat Gamma’s location.  “Please oversee the flight and protect me from harms and warn me of potentials.  I will plan to make contact as soon as possible and request refueling.  If SB Dan Cooper says Gamma is unable to refuel the shuttle, I will turn around at that point and return to Beta.  Will Dardanella 135 be cleaned and ready by then?  I do not want to try to dock anywhere else, considering what SB Amelia Earhart tried to do, and wasting fuel searching for a usable docking port might be a problem.”
 
    
 
   “We will assist in all ways possible,” SB Pinaka stated.  “Sandie is interfacing with me in a gentle and constructive way.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle, NS-99, flew away from Habitat Beta.  As it did, Eris picked up a sight of twin furrows which led away from the side of Beta.  She adjusted the flight and the shuttle dropped to only about one hundred meters off the ground. 
 
    
 
   “Those look like tracks from the Crock vehicles,” Eris stated. 
 
    
 
   The tracks led to an obviously constructed platform.  On that platform were several Crock vehicles sitting idly.  The platform was connected to a four rail roadway.  The four rails were wider spaced than the tracks on the Crock vehicle and were a dull metallic color against the taupe and indigo colored ground.  They were evenly spaced apart and the roadway was smooth with gentle curves.  That quad rail system, as Eris thought of it, stretched off in the distance until it was obscured by the greenish yellow of the air.  
 
    
 
   “Some kind of primitive transport method,” Eris said as she looked at the quad rail system. “A network of rail lines, which shows infrastructure.  They have built it to this location.  Perhaps Jerome is right and they are invading Beta?  Another question to pose to the lattice of compeers in Gamma.”
 
    
 
   Eris adjusted the flight path back on its way to Gamma.  
 
    
 
   The shuttle sliced through the Zalian atmosphere and slipped between the heavy layers of yellow and green clouds.  Sometimes the red light from the sun was more intense, while at other places it was just a dull and diffuse glow in the sky.  Everywhere looked foreign, strange, and new. 
 
    
 
   The flightpath brought Eris over a small mountain range.  The tops of the mountains were a dark rust color, interspersed with a deep ruby red, with some bands of yellowish growth in large swaths on the lower portions.  Then the shuttle flew out and over a vast smoother plain-like area of dark olive color.  Some scraggily crevasses crisscrossed the plain, and those were deep and foreboding.  That area led to a flat taupe colored mass which was lower than the ground surrounding it.  
 
    
 
   Eris directed the shuttle to continue taking readings, but from the cockpit displays she could tell the area beneath her was some form of liquid.  Occasionally there were peaks of lighter colored taupe or even rusty orange color which rose out of the dark taupe undulating waves.  
 
    
 
   Time passed as the shuttle flew.  Eris continued in amazement at the geography of the world of Zalia.  Approaching the shore there was a large area, it was hard to judge distances, of strange things sticking up into the air.  They had yellowish stalks with maroon colored crowns.  They were set in orderly rows and were all regularly spaced, all uniformly the same height.
 
    
 
   Floating next to some of those upright stalks, trees, Eris thought, were oblong things.  
 
    
 
   “Dirigibles?”  Eris said as her engineering mind tried to make a connection to what she was seeing.  “No, not blimps, but some kind of lifeform?”
 
    
 
   The oblong floating things were colored in spots of yellows, reds, and greens.  Each looked to be anchored to the top of one of the vertical stalks.   As the shuttle flew overhead, several of the floating objects detached from the Zalian trees and gently drifted across open spaces to connect to another floater or to another top of a tree’s stalk.  
 
    
 
   Sandie interjected, “Yes, they appear to be another of the myriad of Zalian life forms.  These and the Crocks are the most commonly observed large fauna, if I can use that term, which has been detected during the very limited reconnaissance which has been done.”
 
    
 
   “Any idea what they are?”  Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Only a very incomplete assessment,” Sandie replied.  “No up-close observations, nor samples have been taken.  Jerome and Cammarry had an encounter with only permalloy separating them from an individual Crock, but I have no records from that encounter.  There are more images of the Crocks due to their proximity to Beta, however, no direct samples of them have been taken.  I have been unable to conjecture a method of sampling that will not involve a violation of that organism’s personal space.”
 
    
 
   “You believe them to be sentient?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “For the Crock, yes.  They are confirmed tool users, and tool makers.  They are reported to have communicated with Jerome and Sandie via writing.  For these floating organisms, that remains uncertain.  Much more study is needed,” Sandie replied.
 
    
 
   “How would they know our written language?” Eris wondered aloud.  She then prayed and asked for understanding.
 
    
 
   “That remain unknown,” Sandie answered.  “Although the Conestoga’s habitats have been on the ground of Zalia for decades.  The report strongly suggests some interactions at some point, but the extend and locale of that is unknown.”
 
    
 
   “Unknown to us.”  
 
    
 
   There was another mountain range which the shuttle rose to fly over.  That was when Eris could see the fuzzy glow of Habitat Gamma through the chartreuse gasses of Zalian air.  
 
    
 
   The blue color of the permalloy stood out dramatically against the colors of the Zalian landscape. The atmosphere was not clear enough to get more than a blurred image, but Eris knew it was part of the Colony Ship Conestoga.  
 
    
 
   “Connect me to SB Dan Cooper,” Eris commanded.  “We should be able to connect now; it is in line of sight.”
 
    
 
   “Attempting connections,” SB Pinaka replied.  “Captain, you are connected.”
 
    
 
   “This is SB Dan Cooper from Habitat Gamma,” the mechanical voice stated.  “Please confirm your identity.”
 
    
 
   “This is Eris; I spoke to you earlier.”
 
    
 
    “The flight crew member on the needle ship.  Voice confirmation: affirmed.  Implant identification: confirmed,” SB Dan Cooper replied.  “On previous contact you were in orbit.  I now have you registering from a Model 14S shuttle on a heading proceeding toward our location.”
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Where shall I dock?  I have many questions for the lattice of compeers,” Eris replied.  “I also need to refuel for the return trip.”
 
    
 
   “We have never had a shuttle dock at Habitat Gamma,” SB Dan Cooper stated.  “I must consult the lattice for a determination of compliance.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle had now reached the location of Gamma and Eris could see that all around the habitat there was a thick growth of Zalian foliage.  In many places that was so thick the ground was not visible beneath it.  The only exception was a large area where all the alien plants were much shorter and less densely packed.  Eris put the shuttle into a gentle arc to glide around the habitat.
 
    
 
   “I am part of the flight crew and am seeking your help,” Eris stated.  “Please direct me to the nearest functional hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   “All hanger bays are functional.  However, the orientation of the habitat to the planet’s ground does interfere with opening of some exterior doors.” There was a hint of annoyance in SB Dan Cooper’s voice.  “Rochelle 213 is on the upper side where you are approaching, and its exterior doors are clear of obstructions.  Please place your shuttle into a circular holding pattern while I consult the lattice of compeers about a determination of compliance.  This is an unanticipated occurrence.  You shall have our answer momentarily.”
 
    
 
   Eris pursed her lips.  She then blew out a long stream of air.  “SB Dan Cooper, there is a Captain Level Disaster Alert in place.  I demand you open a hanger bay immediately so I can land.  I am in command, and that is a direct order.”
 
    
 
   “I have heard you.  I have relayed your mandate.  The lattice of compeers is considering your request.  I am awaiting a response.  The lattice of compeers will make the final decision on a determination of compliance,” SB Dan Cooper stated.  After a brief moment the answer came.  “The lattice of compeers approved your request and will allow you to land. Rochelle 213 is now being cycled to allow your shuttle to enter.  Please follow the landing lights to your destination.  Welcome to Habitat Gamma.”
 
    
 
   Brilliantly bright white lights lit up on the curved side of Gamma.  They lit and dimmed in a manner which was easy to follow.  Eris flew the shuttle along that illuminated path.  As she flew over, she noted Gamma’s exterior was all consistently the same color.  There were no marks of any kind of corruption.  The surface features also were all well powered and there was no visible damage anywhere.  About two-thirds of the habitat was beneath the ground level of Zalia, and the excavation work to do that had been done expertly.  Eris looked closer at the section where the native growth was thinner.  It was many kilometers long and wide, consisting of a short mound.  She understood that that was where the removed ground had been placed decades ago when the habitat made planet-fall.  The odd yellow and maroon foliage was the regrowth in that displaced ground, although it was only about half the height of the surrounding forested areas.  There was no evidence of any Crocks or any of the blimp-like organisms. Eris pondered that species and in her mind called them Floaters.    
 
    
 
   The brilliant white lights shifted to outline a set of hanger bay doors.  They were painted with wide diagonal stripes of yellow on the blue permalloy.  The huge external doors slid back one section at a time revealing the inside of the hanger bay.  It was as pristine in appearance as the external hill.  
 
    
 
   “Is gravity manipulation in place in that hanger bay?”  Eris asked as she adjusted the thrusters to make the shuttle hover over the now open hanger bay doors.  The opening was set at about a twenty-degree angle off the horizontal and Eris recalled Jerome and Cammarry speaking about dysfunctional gravity manipulation in Beta.  
 
    
 
   “Gravity manipulation is stable,” SB Dan Cooper replied.  “Habitat Gamma is in equilibrium, all systems above minimal required parameters.  There will be altered vectors of gravity upon entry into Rochelle 213.  Are you capable of navigating through from the world’s gravity field to that of Gamma?  Remote access is possible, or you can abort your landing and depart.”
 
    
 
   “I can easily land myself, thank you very much.”  Eris fired the shuttle’s thrusters in decreasing amounts and the shuttle slowly sank toward the opening.  On her cockpit display there were graphics which showed speed, altitude, trajectory, and a small scale representation of the hanger bay.
 
    
 
   “You are about to encounter altered gravity manipulation,” SB Dan Cooper stated in an annoyed voice.  “Do you wish remote access to your controls?”
 
    
 
   “I said no.”  
 
    
 
   Yellow flashing lights, and numerous spotlight beams struck the shuttle as it crossed past the exterior doors.  Eris was prepared for the change in gravity. She deftly handled the lighter and different vector direction from the habitat’s gravity manipulation.  From Eris’ perspective, the world had just flipped sideways a bit.  It no longer felt like she was descending down into a hanger bay, but rather it now appeared and felt like the exterior doors were on a sloped wall or ceiling at an angle to her upper side.  She adjusted the thrusters and the shuttle then oriented itself to the new up and down as dictated by the gravity manipulation.  
 
    
 
   “You did well, especially for biological intelligence,” SB Dan Cooper stated.  “Please set the shuttle down on stall one where it can be clamped into place.  The exterior doors are now shutting and the alien air will be expunged from the hanger bay.  Observe the countdown clock on the rear wall of the bay for time to re-pressurization.  This is the first time any Gamma hanger bay has been exposed to this planet’s atmosphere.  The lattice of compeers is closely watching this incident.”
 
    
 
   Eris set the shuttle down directed on the center of stall one.  The docking clamps latched on with a subtle and easy click.  Tubes, conduits, and assorted cables snaked their way up from the floor and attached into their corresponding coupling ports on the shuttle. The large exterior doors locked shut and the last of the red Zalian light was shut out.  Eris blinked a bit as her eyes adjusted to the more natural feeling light of the clean and efficient hanger bay. 
 
    
 
   “Landing successful.  Decontamination in process.  Remain in the shuttle until you are notified,” SB Dan Cooper stated.  “Your thruster fuel is being refilled.”    
 
    
 
   The large display screen on the rear showed a numerical sequence which was counting down.  From small cubicles in the walls emerged a dozen bright orange automacubes.  They lined up.  Then beginning at one end of the hanger bay they rolled along in synchronized fashion.  Their multi-jointed appendages were spraying a white foam over every surface of the hanger bay, including the entire shuttle.  As the foam landed on the view ports, it changed color from white to a rainbow spectrum of colors.  
 
    
 
   When the fleet of orange automacubes had reached the end of the hanger bay, they reversed direction by spinning around within their own lengths.  A different nozzle emerged from their appendage, and as they reversed their direction, they moved on and a powerful suction lifted up all the now rainbow colored remains of the decontamination foam.  By the time the orange automacubes got back to their starting point, everything in the hanger bay had been foamed, decontaminated, and sucked clean.  
 
    
 
   “Re-pressurization with Earth-normal atmosphere initiated,” SB Dan Cooper announced.  “Then your shuttle will be hauled into launch tube one.  We will not risk opening the hanger bay doors again.  You have been refueled, and the launch tube will be sufficient for your egress away from Gamma.”
 
    
 
   “I want to see your biological habitat.  I want to ask questions of the lattice of compeers.  I need to interface directly with your systems and walk through your master control booths,” Eris stated.  
 
    
 
   “That is impossible.  Your shuttle has been serviced.  You will be on your way,” SB Dan Cooper stated.  “The risk to the biome is too great to allow you to exit the hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   “I am issuing you a direct command,” Eris said with all the authority she could place into her voice.  “I will be leaving this shuttle and touring Gamma to make an assessment of its status and you will cooperate with me.”  She stood up and hit the knob for the hatch. 
 
    
 
   Several red security automacubes rolled into the hanger bay.  Their gleaming and polished surfaces reflecting the light, dull black weapon muzzles aimed at the shuttle.  
 
    
 
   Eris stopped in the doorway of the shuttle, one foot partially over the stairs to the deck.  “You are willing to kill the flight crew?  Is this insubordination or just simple mutiny?”
 
    
 
   The voice of SB Dan Cooper spoke from each of the assembled security automacubes, “The lattice of compeers believes that biological intelligence was the cause of the Conestoga’s prior difficulties.  The etiology of the insurrection was biological intelligence.  The etiology of the jettisoning of the habitats over an unsuitable planet was biological intelligence. The etiology of the mass suicides of all homo sapiens in Gamma was biological intelligence.  Therefore, biological intelligence is inherently unstable and untrustworthy.  Hence this action is not mutiny but is loyalty to the mission of the Conestoga, and the safety of Gamma.”
 
    
 
   “You did not answer me.  Are you willing to kill a member of the flight crew, your acting captain?”  Eris replied sternly.  Silently she was praying.  She knew she stood no chance in a violent altercation with those security automacubes.  
 
    
 
   “Habitat Gamma is in homeostatic balance.  Reactor and energy supply systems are stable.  Aquatic systems are stable.  Atmosphere systems are stable.  Solar mimicry is stable.  Faunal systems are stable.  Floral systems are stable. Weather systems are stable.  Microorganism soil preservation is stable.  Environmental systems are stable.  Secondary systems are stable.  Local lattice of compeers at 60% and improving.  Local Machine Maintenance is addressing the loss of artificial intelligence systems and synthetic brains.  Reproduction and Fabrication is stable and operational.  Estimated time to full restoration of local lattice of compeers, nine years, three months at current rate of repairs,” SB Dan Cooper answered.  “Those projections are posited on no biological intelligence interfering.  You represent the only biological intelligence which is threatening Gamma.  Therefore, yes, I am willing to remove that threat.”     
 
    
 
   “Eris, I have an urgent message about Beta,” Sandie interrupted.  “It will be displayed on your conservation slate.”  
 
    
 
   Eris whipped her head around and looked at the cockpit of the shuttle.  She could not see her conservation slate.  Shen then turned back and looked at the line of red automacubes.  “SB Dan Cooper, I am withdrawing,” Eris pulled her foot back.  “I will close the hatch now.  Will you allow me to depart?”
 
    
 
   “Of course,” SB Dan Cooper stated.  “That was already agreed upon.  I am being patient with you as your biological intelligence is flawed.  I will reiterate.  Your need for fuel has been met, and your shuttle will be hauled into launch tube one.  If you open the shuttle hatch again, it will be considered an act of defiance and the biological threat will be eliminated.”
 
    
 
   Two blue automacubes rolled out and attached to the front of the shuttle.  There was a clicking as the docking clamps were unhooked.
 
    
 
   Eris sat down in the pilot’s chair, but her legs kept quivering. 
 
    
 
   There was a slight jolt as the shuttle began to slide across the hanger bay floor toward a side wall that was dilating open.  
 
    
 
   “Eris please look at your conservation slate,” Sandie insisted.  “This is emergent.”
 
    
 
   Eris lifted the slate and pressed her thumb onto it.  It lit with a scrolled message.  
 
    
 
   ‘This is Sandie.  Audio conversation not safe due unknown responses by SB Dan Cooper.  Beta Habitat is failing.  Catastrophic failure imminent.  Human and animal life dying.  Schematics and proof attached.  Will you return to Beta to assist in evacuation?’
 
    
 
   Eris looked at the message.  She blinked a few times, and then swallowed.  She opened the attached schematic which showed how rapidly Beta was failing.  The gravity sink holes had done irreversible damage, which to her mind was hard to accept.  However, as she thought about how this SB Dan Cooper had threatened her life, as well as how SB Amelia Earhart had made attempts on her life, she was about ready to accept anything as possible.  Even what prior to her time in suspended animation would have been a far-fetched and ludicrous consideration, was now becoming reality.  
 
    
 
   She typed in a reply.  ‘I will return to Beta.  How many people can be evacuated?’
 
    
 
   ‘I am running conjectures, however, the numbers are very low,’ the response from Sandie scrolled across the display. ‘I will use the teleporter but the sending unit in Beta was not designed for large scale evacuation.  I have the plans for a large scale teleportation sending unit loaded to Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication, however, the time for its construction, transport, and setup makes it doubtful it can be used to assist in the evacuation.  Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication is not functioning at peak performance, and raw materials in Alpha are lacking.’
 
    
 
   Eris felt the sliding of the shuttle alter a bit as the automacubes shoved it into the launch tube.  She typed a message to Sandie, ‘Listen to what I say next and be ready to help me.’
 
    
 
   “SB Da Cooper?”  Eris spoke aloud.  “May I make a request before I depart?  I could use your help on a vital matter.”
 
    
 
   “State your request,” SB Dan Cooper replied.  “Unless it involves entering Gamma, it will be given some consideration.”
 
    
 
   “You said your Reproduction and Fabrication facility is fully functional.  Will you build a machine for me, bring it here to the shuttle, load it in, and then let me depart?  It will mean saving many people, animals, and other items.”
 
    
 
   There was a slight pause.  
 
    
 
   “SB Dan Cooper?” Eris asked.  “Will you help me?”
 
    
 
   “I have consulted the lattice of compeers,” SB Dan Cooper responded.  “No weapons or other destructive devices will be built, however, if there is no threat to Gamma from your requested machine it will granted.  What item do you want built?”
 
    
 
   Eris typed rapidly, ‘Can you give me plans for the large teleportation sending unit?’
 
    
 
   Sandie responded, ‘Here is the link with specifics.  The unit is made in pieces, which will fit into the Model 14S shuttle.  You can transmit the plans using this code.  It will go via SB Pinaka to avoid suspicion by the Gamma lattice.’
 
    
 
   “SB Dan Cooper, I am sending the specification to you now.  They will come via a synthetic brain on the needle ship.  How long will the machine take to be fabricated?  Time is essential.  A biome is at stake.”
 
    
 
   “Information received,” SB Dan Cooper answered.  
 
    
 
   There was a long pause in conversation during which the engineering automacubes completed placing the shuttle into the launch tube.
 
    
 
   “The mechanism is not in the database.  The contraption you have requested has no practical application,” SB Dan Cooper stated.  “The lattice of compeers has evaluated these items, and there is no purpose to it.”
 
    
 
   “Will you build it for me?”  Eris asked.  “Please?  It will be helpful.” 
 
    
 
   “Biological intelligence is illogical and untrustworthy,” SB Dan Cooper replied.  “However, there is no threat to this contraption as there is no functional application.”
 
    
 
   “So how long until you build it?”  Eris asked.  “I want to leave as soon as possible, and with that tel…”  She caught herself.  “I want to leave with that contraption.  Please build it for me according to those specifications.”
 
    
 
   “Your contraption will be delivered via gravity conduit and loaded into your shuttle.  Completion time for fabrication will be one hour, four minutes,” SB Dan Cooper stated.  “Loading time will be fifteen minutes after that. Then you will depart with your useless contraption.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  I will remain here awaiting your kind hospitality,” Eris said and breathed out a huge sigh of relief.  Praying as she did so, she then typed another message into her conservation slate.
 
    
 
   ‘Sandie? Is there a mistake? The teleporter will be produced, but they claim it is a useless contraption.  Why?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “An essential component was left out of that plan.  That component is in the existing sending unit.  That will need to be transferred into the sending unit you are having built.  I conjectured, correctly so, that the synthetic brain SB Dan Cooper, and the lattice of compeers here in Gamma, would not recognize teleportation technology.  It, like faster-than-light travel, was a scientific breakthrough by Master Engineer Brink of Dome 17.  Getting that sending unit back to Beta will save a multitude of people and animals.  I am coordinating the evacuation to Dardanella 135.”
 
    
 
   “I just pray this all works,” Eris shook her head and then tipped back in the pilot’s seat to await the arrival of the teleportation sending unit being unknowingly built by the Gamma Reproduction and Fabrication facility.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   14 surpise at the special care unit 
 
    
 
    
 
   While Eris waited in the shuttle in Habitat Gamma for the fabrication of the large teleportation sending unit, there was major trouble in the Special Care Unit.
 
    
 
   “Your attention please!” SB Cotard called out.  “All available staff please assemble for movement of patients and residents.”
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna heard the term ‘please assemble’ and knew that another gravity sin hole had struck somewhere in the complex of buildings which comprised the Special Care Unit.  They were both in a small dining area.  Khin was just slicing some cheese and putting it on crackers.  
 
    
 
   “That is trouble,” Vesna said.  “Where did the crusher land this time?”
 
    
 
   “Well we know the top floor is empty of people,” Khin said. 
 
    
 
   “Your wizard friend knocked out a lot of windows, but those crushers ruined the whole roof and ceiling,” Vesna said as she flipped her red hair around.  “Will this heavy spot crush all the way down to the basement where the residents are?”
 
    
 
   “I do not think so, but as my mother says, ‘Be ready to help wherever you can, that is the making of a good man’,” Khin laughed and smiled.  In his heart he too had wondered about the residents who they previously had moved down into the basement, but he did not share those concerns with his beloved Vesna.  
 
    
 
   “You are a good man, my Khin, yes you are.  We can take the patients out via the basement’s patio.  The doors there are large, and it is a flat walkout from there to the grounds,” Vesna stated.  “Unless the crusher struck that side of the building. If so, we will have to use the elevators to get them up to the entrance level.”
 
    
 
   “Staff please assemble at the patio level of the basement,” SB Cotard stated.  The mechanical voice was calm, and yet Khin knew that spirit-ghost was watching so many people, places and things.  He also knew it spoke in gentle ways to avoid causing fear in the patients and residents.  Even though SB Cotard had once tried to kill Khin, he had forgiven it and even come to depend on its advice and instructions.  “We will be having a special outing today visiting the lovely outdoors for all residents.  This will begin immediately.”
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna took a few quick bites of their food, and pocketed the rest.  Each was especially careful to secure the food in pouches which would not spill.  
 
    
 
   They ran down the hallways and through the empty wards.  In several places there were walls which had collapsed, and much water damage from the rain that had come.  Vesna at first thought the rain was a good thing, as she had lived during the terrible drought, but now she disliked the rain as it caused grief for the residents and patients of the Special Care Unit.  
 
    
 
   Opening a door to a stairway, they encountered some of the people from Vesna’s tribe who were also now living and helping at the Special Care Unit.
 
    
 
   “Dmitar, Jadran, Borko, thank you for coming to help!”  Khin said to the triplet children who were running down the stairs.  They all had medium brown hair, dark skin, and dark brown eyes.  Their clothing was typical of Vesna’s tribe.  Their infectious laughter was even more pronounced than Khin’s.    
 
    
 
   “We can push the wheelchairs!  Right Uncle Khin?”  One of the children called back.  “That talking machine, what you call a spirit-ghost, says we need to get them outside, right?  We know its code words.  Mother taught us.”
 
    
 
   “Your mother Alisa is a smart woman,” Vesna stated. “You are wise to listen to her.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but let the white cubies tell you what to do.  Cubie white it knows what is right!”  Khin called after the eagerly running children.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, and cubie green a good machine!” a different child called.  “We know all your sayings uncle!”  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed as he followed them down the stairs. “I have not even spoken all my sayings; so how can you know every one?”
 
    
 
   The children just laughed along with him.
 
    
 
   They emerged into the basement where the surviving patient beds had been set up.  It was the most intact, driest, and cleanest part of the Special Care Unit. 
 
    
 
   “Have you seen my cat?” an elderly woman with large and misshapen knuckles said as soon as she spotted the children.  “Bagheera is black.  Have you seen her?  She likes her food just so.  She likes to sit in the light from the sky tube. I am the only one who knows how to prepare her food for her.”  
 
    
 
   “Hello Beverly!” the children all cried out.  “Your cat is over by the patio.  I am sure Bagherra is just waiting for you.  Shall we find the cat together?  Then we get to go outside!”
 
    
 
   “Thank you!”  Beverly answered.  “I will share my food with Bagherra.  Only I, just me, can get my cat to eat.”
 
    
 
   The children giggled as they carefully and gently led Beverly to where she could sit with her cat.  There were several large chairs arranged right in front of the patio windows.  This basement ward of the Special Care Unit was right on the ground level, but the ground had been sculpted and landscaped to make that happen.  A part of the hilltop had been removed when the complex had been built.  
 
    
 
   “Franklin?” Khin called.  “Is everyone here?”
 
    
 
   A man in a wheelchair rolled over to Khin.  He had no legs, and was squinting his eyes.  “Where else would the residents go?  We have moved from the upper levels, down here to this ward.  It is nice enough, but I heard what Cotard said.  The others do not understand, but I know you are all speaking in code.  Since the police officers have come here, Vesna’s people, there have been many tragic events.”
 
    
 
   Khin patted the man on the shoulder and leaned down.  He chuckled a bit as he spoke quietly into Franklin’s ear.  “You are right, as always. Your eyes may be limited, but your mind could catch a rat in the dark!  There has been another disaster, but the spirit-ghost Cotard has not told us where.  Some other part of the building is breaking down.”
 
    
 
   Franklin grasped Khin hand and squeezed.  “Thank you for not lying.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed heartily.  “As my mother says, ‘tell lies today, friends run away’ and that is so very true.  You are my friend Franklin.  No lies between us.”
 
    
 
   Vesna walked briskly over to the side of the ward where the beds were arranged.  There she gently spoke to the patients who were either siting on their beds, or in chairs nearby.  All were elderly and infirm to various degrees.  She began assisting those who could walk to get dressed in their sturdiest clothing.
 
    
 
   A silver automacube rolled out from between two of the beds.  On its manipulation arm was a clamp which it attached to an empty food tray.  “Have you finished your meal, Benson?  We prepared it just as you prefer it.  Your drink was in the cup you like, and your meat was sliced into bite sized sections.  Can I help in any other way?”  
 
    
 
   “No, thank you,” Benson said.  “I just finished it all.  The cheery cobbler was nice.”  His hands shook as he reached for an overly large spoon and scraped a tiny bit from the dessert bowl.  He licked it off and trembling again, set the spoon down.  “The pork is very tasty today.”
 
    
 
   “I am pleased your meal met your needs.”  The automacube, which was smaller and lighter weight than the blue or red ones, carefully slid the food tray away from in front of the elderly man. It then placed it into a vertical rack at the back of the machine along with serval other trays.  “SB Cotard has scheduled an outdoor outing,” the silver automacube stated in its mechanical voice.  “I will be pulling your bed along, so please make sure your covers are secure.” 
 
    
 
   “Is it nice outside?” Benson asked.  His old, brown eyes held a bit of concern.  What few hairs he had were gray and well-tended.  “I do not remember my last time outside.  But with all the renovations here, I guess moving around is to be expected.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, there have been many changes.  Are you ready to proceed?” the silver automacube asked.  
 
    
 
   “Tally-ho and away we go!” Benson said.  
 
    
 
   With due care and gentleness, the silver automacube, which had the number 107 on its side, pulled Benson’s bed toward the patio doors.  
 
    
 
   By then, the rest of Vesna’s people had arrived in the ward.  They were all wearing clothing which was woven, tan tops, with dark blue pants.  Leather shoes wrapped their feet.  They had a belts with pouches, and small satchel bags slung over their shoulder.  Each hunter, except for the three children, was armed with a weapon of some kind.  These were all secured in holsters, or slung across their backs.  A few had high power optics strapped in cases on the belts as well.   
 
    
 
   “Oh look, our nice police officers are here again,” Annie said.  “They must be helping with the outdoor outing.”
 
    
 
   Vesna’s people quickly, and politely, got all sixteen of the remaining residents ready.  There was a good working relationship between the helpers and the residents.  The residents all called Vesna’s people ‘police officers’ and the hunters did not resist that title.  With all the attacks that had happened, and the destruction done by the gravity sink holes, the patients needed the security of knowing people were actually helping.  
 
    
 
   “Will this be another renovation?” Annie asked as she pushed her walker along.  
 
    
 
   A husky man with a holstered revolver strapped to his belt, and a large bushy beard and mustache placed a shawl over her shoulders and replied.  “My dear Annie, I am not sure, so I cannot tell you if more demolition will be taking place.”  He put a reassuring hand on her arm.  “I can tell you that I will be here with you no matter what happens.  We are sworn to protect you, and I take that very seriously.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Andeon,” the elderly Annie replied.  “You have all been so helpful, even in the midst of all the troubles.” 
 
    
 
   Few of the patients spoke about the large number of residents who had died when one of the upper wards had collapsed, nor about the other patients who had been murdered when a hoodlum had snuck through the outer defenses and set off a bomb. They consciously sought to distance themselves from those tragedies, and just spoke of the ‘renovations’ and the ‘troubles’ as euphemisms for all that had happened.  
 
    
 
   “Will it be safe on our outing?” Susie asked, as she was made ready to depart.  “It is not rain day, is it?” 
 
    
 
   “No, not rain day.  And oh yes, we will be with you,” Kristijan said as she shifted the rifle on her back so she could push Susie’s wheelchair.  “I am not sure what all Cotard has planned, but we are here to make sure it goes smoothly.  Cotard always has such interesting plans for us.”  Kristijan wondered about the fact she only had six bullets left in her rifle, and no more bullets to reload when those were gone, but nonetheless, she smiled at Susie as she spoke.  “The fence around the grounds is intact, and you have all of us with you.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you!” Susie patted Kristijan’s hand.  “It is so good of you all to be here for us.”
 
    
 
   SB Cotard spoke through the speakers in the ceiling.  “It is now time for our outing outside.  We will be watching for our favorite songbirds, and small animals.  I know some of you love to see the rabbits and the squirrels which frolic on the Special Care Unit’s grounds.  So please move in an orderly fashion out via the patio doors.”
 
    
 
   Several white automacubes had joined in the procession, and between the two silver automacubes, the three white ones, and all of Vesna’s people, the sixteen residents of the Special Care Unit were moved slowly out from the basement ward. 
 
    
 
   Sixteen residents, and twelve hunter/police officers, three children, two silver automacubes, and three white automacubes joined Vesna and Khin on the patio.  The pavement was a deep red, smooth-seamed, brick, and the beds, wheelchairs, and walkers moved over the pavement easily.  Two of Vesna’s people took up positions to the sides of the group and used their high tech optical devices to scan the grounds below them.  
 
    
 
   S-1DT, the red security automacube rolled up the hill toward the people gathered on the patio.  “The perimeter is secure.  Presently there are no threats within scanning range.”
 
    
 
   From a distance away, there was a loud series of popping noises as windows on an upper level burst outward from inside.  The walls of the Special Care Unit over those windows then crumbled down and fell into a garden area where food crops had been growing.  The two green horticultural automacubes which tended that garden had been warned by SB Cotard, and were well away from the area where the debris struck.  
 
    
 
   Loud moos and squeals did come from across the garden area where the small ranch and its livestock were kept.  SB Cotard instructed the brown animal husbandry automacubes to move the livestock to the farthest part of the paddock.  The two Border Collies, Zmaj and Kiddie, quickly took their instructions from the automacubes, and moved the cow, sheep, goats, and pigs to their appropriate sections at the far side of the paddock.  The black and white dogs moved with efficient agility, separating the different types of animals into their specific pens.  The livestock responded as they always did, even though the wall collapsing had frightened them.  The two horses, Old Bill and Poco, were in an adjacent corral.     
 
    
 
   Khin looked at the building.  “Is that where the kitchens are located?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Vesna replied.  “Now there will not be a place to cook the good foods.”
 
    
 
   “Or make the cheeses from the cow’s milk.  Those cheeses are almost as good as the cheeses back home,” Khin laughed, but his eyes were sad as he surveyed the damaged areas of the building.  Rubble and other chunks kept falling off the destroyed section of the structure.  
 
    
 
   “Cotard?”  Khin called out.  “Where should these people go?”
 
    
 
   The synthetic brain took a moment to respond.  Khin considered that somehow it might have been damaged or injured when the side of the building collapsed.  He remembered the Graveyard of Dead Minds on the needle ship and how Jerome and Cammarry had said that place held the physical remains of dead spirit-ghosts.  
 
    
 
   “Cotard?  Are you injured?”  Khin called out again.  “Can we help you in some way?”
 
    
 
   Finally, from some speakers a distance down the building, in the opposite direction from where the wall had collapsed, there came a response.  “I am still intact, however, the infrastructure of the Special Care Unit has again suffered loss.  With these, renovations and demolitions, it is increasingly difficult to retain proper functioning.  Additionally, there has been a new message coming through via the public address system.  This time I am able to filter it out from the residents, but am relaying it to you.  Here is that message.  ‘Urgent message. This is Jerome and Cammarry.  Meet us where you first met us.  Urgent.’” 
 
    
 
   “I first met them on the needle ship,” Khin said with a laugh.  “That message must not be for me.  Unless they want us to go to the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “Is that what they mean?”  Vesna asked.   
 
    
 
   “Maybe.  I am just not sure.  Later I will turn on the com-link they gave me which the red cubie brought.  Right now we must protect the patients.  So where do we take these people for their outing?”  Khin asked again.  
 
    
 
   “The pavilion is a place of limited safety, but the best we have right now,” SB Cotard stated.  “I have just observed a boat on the river which is approaching.  It is of the same kind and style Jerome used when arriving and Jerome and Cammarry used when departing.  However, they are not onboard.  I am dispatching our security automacube to reconnoiter the situation.  As for the residents, I suggest they continue their outing by moving away from the building. There may be some continued demolition and renovation work.”
 
    
 
   Vesna’s people heard that, and together with the automacubes, they moved the residents further along the red brick pathway.  There was the open air pavilion on the grounds, and they moved toward that.  
 
    
 
   “Vesna, we should ride along to see who is coming in that boat,” Khin stated.  “Your people are doing well with the needy people here, and we might have to defend ourselves again.”
 
    
 
   “Race you to the horses!”  Vesna said cheerfully, although her happiness was forced, and some tears were in her eyes as she considered what might happen if hoodlums caught the elderly people outside.  She also grieved knowing the interior of the Special Care Unit was falling apart.  She tried hard to hide her anxieties from Khin.    
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna raced toward where Old Bill and Poco were standing.  The horses’ ears were perked forward.  They had heard the term horses, and were ready for a run.  
 
    
 
   Grabbing a halter with a rope lead from the shed where the equestrian tack was kept, Vesna slipped it over Old Bill’s nose, and latched it in place.  She leaped onto his bare back and used the rope as reins.  Khin was only a few steps behind, and he too placed a halter on Poco and jumped on.  
 
    
 
   The two horses raced away, following the speeding red automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Miljana will you and Dusan come with me back inside?”  Alisa, the mother of the three children said.  “We will need to get food supplies for these people, and for us.”  
 
    
 
   SB Cotard spoke, “I believe that will best be done by automacube.  There is a high potential for more… renovations to take place.  The automacubes can survive those events better than your human bodies can.  Please assist with the movement of the patients, and I will have the automacubes secure the necessary food and water supplies.”
 
    
 
   “Are you certain?”  Miljana said.  She crossed her arms over her breasts, her brown hair tied back in a bun. “We know it is the crushers which are causing the damage.  They destroyed our town, but we know ways to avoid them.”
 
    
 
   A silver automacube rolled by heading back inside the Special Care Unit.  
 
    
 
   “The gastronomic automacube can carry a load of three hundred kilograms,” SB Cotard stated.  “Can you secure that much in food and water?”
 
    
 
   Miljana uncrossed her arms and looked upward with her big brown eyes. “No I cannot.  I will assist with moving the patients.”
 
    
 
   “I will have the automacubes move the stored food to the pavilion,” SB Cotard stated.  “There is still… renovation, and demolition taking place within the Special Care Unit.  I do not project any of that affecting the pavilion at this point, however, the… renovations are not logical or predictable.  At this point it is prudent for the residents to be away from where falling items and debris can strike them.” 
 
    
 
   “So all the wards inside are now damaged?” Alisa asked.  “My children will not have a safe place tonight?”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry to report that the condition of the Special Care Unit is now such that none of the wards are secure, and the facility is damaged to such an extent that I hesitate to allow anyone inside.  Currently there is limited water available, the sanitation system is broken in multiple places, and the food preparation and storage rooms are not functional,” SB Cotard replied. “I do not have a viable contingency plan for this situation.”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” they answered together.  Then Miljana said, “We will stay with the patients and do all we can for them.”  
 
    
 
   The other two hunters, who had become police officers, and who then had assumed the roles of nursing assistants, agreed with Miljana.  They also went over and assisted the residents in moving toward the relative safety of the pavilion.  
 
    
 
   On the other side of the complex, the red automacube and the two horseback riders were approaching the fence.  They could not quite see the river from their perspective, but the synthetic brain, Cotard, had a vantage point high on the Special Care Unit which still had an operative camera.  
 
    
 
   “There are now two boats on the river,” SB Cotard reported.  “This first one is under attack by people in the second.  I see casualties in the first boat.  There are also children in the first boat.”
 
    
 
   “Children?” Khin said.  “Under attack?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” SB Cotard reported.  
 
    
 
   Khin rode over and unlatched the gate without having to get off Poco.  He gripped the horse tightly with his knees despite being without a saddle.  
 
    
 
   “Khin we cannot let children be killed!”  Vesna stated.  “Shall we ride to the river and see if we can defend the innocent?”  Vesna did not wait for an answer, but kicked Old Bill in the flanks and the horse surged forward at a gallop.  
 
    
 
   “I am with you my dear Vesna!” 
 
    
 
   The red automacube stopped at the gate.  SB Cotard was running calculations on how best to act.  The security automacube was the only one they had, and it had been instructed to defend the Special Care Unit’s residents.  However, SB Cotard did observe people being injured on the first boat on the river.  From the long range view, the extent of the injuries was unknown.  A conflict of priorities was happening.  
 
    
 
   “I am dispatching M-604 to assist with rendering aid to the injured,” SB Cotard stated through the speakers of S-1DT.  The security automacube will remain on the grounds.  There is a potential threat to the residents if the action on the river is a feint or deception.”
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna rode rapidly down the pathway toward the dock.  As they approached, they could see the durham boat.  The boat was riding high in the water, and its water jet was pushing full out.  The boat’s structure was long and flat with a slight upward curvature.  The pointed bow of the boat was raised a bit out of the river, while the stern was sunk down.  The spray from the water jet caused a splashing and frothing of the water behind the boat.  Khin guessed the boat to be about twenty paces long, and six or seven paces wide.  The sides of the boat were about waist high, and a number of children were huddled down inside the boat.  Just the tops of their heads could be seen as some of them peeked out. The boat had a small pedestal toward the front, where a thin man was standing, he was leaning forward, his hands operating the controls.  A woman was seated next to him, her hand resting on his back.    
 
    
 
   “That boat is coming way too fast!”  Vesna said.  “Right toward the pier!  It will certainly crash!”
 
    
 
   Bang.  Bang.  Bang.  
 
    
 
   The shots echoed from out over the water.  The second boat, was coming up even faster and gaining on the first boat.  It was much smaller, and to Khin’s eye looked almost comical.  There was an enormous fan, as big as a person, enclosed in a hard metal cage, at the back of the smaller boat.  The fan was spinning madly, propelling the boat along.  In front of that fan was a bench seat with three people sitting on it.  One was using some controls, while the other two were hanging on. Two additional people were kneeling in the front of the small boat.  The kneeling people were aiming rifles at the large boat.    
 
    
 
   Bang.  Bang.
 
    
 
   More shots rang out, and the thin man in the first boat slumped down for a moment.  
 
    
 
   “Khin!  I cannot let them kill those people!”  Vesna slipped from Old Bill, and dropped to one knee.  Her own rifle was up and it barked.  
 
    
 
   Bang.  Bang.  
 
    
 
   The two kneeling people in the airboat went down, one falling off the side, the other collapsing back into those who were seated.  They grabbed that injured person and heaved the body over the side.  The airboat wobbled and shook with the changes in weight, but then righted itself and sped onward.  
 
    
 
   The first boat, the durham, made an expert turn, and slid up next to the pier.  With a roar of its water jet it slipped up onto the bank and out of the river.  It plopped down with a resounding thud, but not as violently as Khin expected.  It was a controlled movement which landed the boat on its wide, flat bottom.  
 
    
 
   Khin kicked Poco.  “Go horse, fly to those people!”  The horse responded and soon Khin was right next to the durham boat.  He looked down into its cargo area and saw many young faces looking up at him.  Their eyes were either wide with terror or clenched shut in fright.  The children were clutching blankets, pillows, and piles of clothing.  Their bodies shook, showing how terrified they really were.  
 
    
 
   Bang!  Bang!  
 
    
 
   Shots came from the airboat as it hurriedly rushed toward the shoreline of the river.  The bullets struck the sides of the durham, and zinged away.  
 
    
 
   Khin raised his own weapon and, still seated on Poco, he returned fire.  
 
    
 
   Bang!  Bang!  Click.  Click.  
 
    
 
   He was out of ammunition.  The horse never flinched while he was firing.  He dug around in his pouches and pockets, but he knew he had no more rounds for his weapon.  He slipped the bayonet on the rifle, then dropped off of Poco, slapped the horse on its rump so she trotted away, and waited for the airboat to arrive.
 
    
 
   Vesna fired her last shot at nearly the same time that Khin had fired.  While his shots missed, she had struck right on target and the driver of the airboat was struck in the face. The driver’s hands dropped from the controls while her dead body flopped around, held in place by the harness on the seat.  The motor whined with a surge of energy and the fan spun even faster.  The last people on the airboat grabbed for the control levers, but the dead body was in the way, and the airboat spun sideways on the river.  It careened out of control and slammed into the riverbank.
 
    
 
   “Look out!”  Vesna cried as she saw what was happening.  
 
    
 
   The airboat struck the riverbank, then bounced toward the pier.  It struck hard, flipped sideways and upward, becoming airborne.  The occupants were dumped out as it tumbled and rolled through the air, all except for the dead driver. 
 
    
 
   Poco ran off, but Khin stood firm.  Vesna reached him, sliding off Old Bill who then trotted away.  Vesna too had her bayonet on the end of her rifle.  They watched as the airboat came smashing back down into the grassy area just beyond where the durham boat had come to rest. Its erratic flight had missed the larger boat entirely.  The nose of the airboat plowed into the ground, digging up a furrow, and showering the area around it with dirt, grass, sod, and broken parts of the airboat.  The motor coughed and choked as dirt clogged the giant fan.  The wreck flopped to the ground, resting upside down, an arm and leg of the dead driver sticking out the side of the crash. 
 
    
 
   Children were screaming.  
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna rushed over to the durham boat and saw that one of the hoodlums from the airboat had somehow survived being tossed out and was limping toward the crowd of children.  He was dragging a badly injured leg, but was yelling threats, “I have come to see you leave!  I will kill you all.  No one escapes from the Ferryman’s wrath.”  Blood was streaking down his pale face, but his eyes were brightly intense with his crazed agenda.  
 
    
 
   Khin rushed around the boat, his bayonet held before him.  “Stop you monster!  No one hurts these children!”  
 
    
 
   The hoodlum spat and said, “I will cut each of their heads off and use them as balls for a game!”
 
    
 
   “I will not let you!”  Khin challenged.  “You leave now!”
 
    
 
   The wailing of the children grew more extreme as the hoodlum approached.  He was within a few meters, and the knife he held in his hands flashed in the light from the sky tube.  “Oldest to youngest!  That is the order for death today!  Oldest to youngest, that is how I play!”  
 
    
 
   “Never!”  Vesna stated as she rammed her bayonet into the hoodlum from the side.  He had not seen her approaching, so intent was he on glaring at his intended victims, and intimidating Khin, that he had missed Vesna who, crouched down, had rushing around the river side of the boat.
 
    
 
   “Urahhheee!” the hoodlum cried as he dropped to the ground.  The knife falling from his hand as he vainly tried to grab the rifle Vesna was holding.  
 
    
 
   Vesna withdrew the bayonet from his abdomen and then viciously jammed it into his chest.  As she did, she twisted it around.  Then she lifted it out and plunged it in a third time.  No more sounds or movement came from the hoodlum.  When the bayonet came out, it was covered in blood, and dirt from the ground beneath the body.  
 
    
 
   “Check for the other one!”  Vesna commanded.  “My Khin, look for the last one.  Two came flying out of that airboat!  Make sure that last one is dead too.  Beware of bombs!”
 
    
 
   Khin looked around and saw where the other hoodlum had been flung.  He rushed over.  Both legs of the hoodlum had been crushed when he crashed from the airboat, but the hoodlum was still alive.  His green eyes looked up as Khin approached.  
 
    
 
   “There is a cubie white coming here,” Khin said.  He was unsure why he mentioned the medical automacube.  Khin recognized the serious extent of the injuries to the hoodlum, and doubted anything could be done to save him.  “Why do you chase children?”
 
    
 
   His straw-colored hair streaked with mud, grass, and blood, the hoodlum shook his head. “Oh I wish…. we could have sent… all those children off.  What a glorious sight!  Fear!  Fear is life!”  He coughed up some blood.  “To instill fear means I… means I am alive.  Oh… to have seen all their blood… and hear all their screams.  Nothing is better th….”  
 
    
 
   Khin swept his bayonet across the throat of the hoodlum, cutting of the rest of his vile rant.  
 
    
 
   Vesna placed a hand on Khin’s back in support and comfort.  “There is no saving those kinds.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” Khin said.  No trace of a laugh or giggle.  “Find a monster lair, burn out every hair.”
 
    
 
   For a moment, Khin and Vesna looked down at the dead hoodlum.  Even in death, the wickedness was still on the man’s face.  Khin reached down and flipped the body over so it was face down into the mud.  He could not stand to see the evil anymore.  
 
    
 
   The screaming of the children drew Khin and Vesna to the boat.  They put their bayonets away, and slung the empty rifles over their back, and spoke to the children.  
 
    
 
   “We will not hurt you!”  Khin called and raised his hands.  
 
    
 
   The children continued to cry and scream in fear.  
 
    
 
   “Look at us,” Vesna said.  “We will not harm you in any way.  Who is hurt?”
 
    
 
   Two of the bigger children pointed toward the control pedestal.  Looking over to that spot, Khin saw two elderly people slumped against the controls of the durham boat.  He vaulted over the sidewall of the boat and rushed to those people.  
 
    
 
   The elderly woman was cradling the equally old man in her lap.  He was a tall and slender, bald, except for a thin strip of gray hair that wrapped around the sides of his head.  His pudgy face was grinning; despite the pain he was obviously feeling.  He was breathing raggedly and air whistled past where he was missing a couple of teeth. 
 
    
 
   “Oh Lloyd, you did so well,” the woman said.  “Her dusty blond hair was streaked with gray.  Strands of hair were hanging loose from what had been a neatly pinned style.  “We got those children here.  Just like when you got the donkeys all the way.  This time you made it with the children.  Oh Lloyd, you saved them all.”
 
    
 
   Lloyd moved his eyes to look at the woman.  They were old and had seen many years, yet for a moment they took on the life of a young man falling in love.  “Erma, you have been so good to me.  Thank you.”
 
    
 
   The medical automacube rolled up and over the side of the boat.  “I am doctor M-604.  May I assist you?”
 
    
 
   Lloyd waved a hand in a negative gesture, “Take care of the children.  They will need you.”
 
    
 
   “I have scanned the group and performed initial triage,” the white automacube replied.  “Your gunshot wounds are the most serious of all the injuries.”
 
    
 
   “The children are not hurt?”  Lloyd asked.  
 
    
 
   “There are contusion, abrasions, and some small lacerations, but no major injuries,” the white automacube replied.  “Those are the physical injuries.  There are psychological, emotional, and developmental injuries which are much more significant.  Those will need to be further evaluated and treated, but for now, the children are stable.”
 
    
 
   “That is so good to here,” Lloyd sighed out.  
 
    
 
   “May I treat you now?” the automacube asked.  “You have suffered a gunshot wound to the back, and another to your left leg.  Initial assessment shows moderate levels of internal bleeding.  I will need to intervene immediately for the best chance of success.  You can be placed into emergency suspended animation and transported to the clinic.”
 
    
 
   “No need.  I am too old for all of that.  You take care of the children,” Lloyd turned away from the machine.  “Unless, Erma?  Are you injured?”  
 
    
 
   “I am relaying to SB Cotard your refusal to accept medical care,” the white automacube stated.  “Treatment will not be forced on anyone who does not desire it.  The woman next to you, Erma, has a malignant brain tumor.  It is in the final stages of growth.  Prognosis is very poor.  I can offer palliative cares.”
 
    
 
   “I will just sit with Lloyd now,” Erma said.  “Together in life, together in all that is ahead.”
 
    
 
   The machine rolled away and began assisting the children who were climbing out of the boat.  
 
    
 
   “Erma, the children are needed for our journey through space to the target world.”  Lloyd nestled back against Erma. He was growing more pale by the moment. “Thank you for holding me.  You were always so good with our babies.”
 
    
 
   “I never picked one up without giving a kiss,” Erma said and hugged Lloyd.  
 
    
 
   Lloyd smiled broadly.  “Your love made the Conestoga better.  The next generation is essential to the success of the mission.  We have done our part.  Our own children will have children who will walk on Tlalocan.”
 
    
 
   “Lloyd, you saved these children,” Erma kissed the side of his face.  “Our own children, and grandchildren and great-grandchildren are proud of you.  I am proud of you!”
 
    
 
   “We are in this together.  We are a team.  I want to see the river,” Lloyd said weakly.  His breathing was ragged and coming in short gasps.  
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna helped Lloyd to sit up on the chair by the control pedestal.  His eyes were getting glassy and foggy.  Erma sat next to him and held him tightly.  
 
    
 
   “Cubie white, knows what is right,” Khin said gently.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, young man, it does.  But our time here is ending.”  Erma looked to Khin and then to Vesna.  “You complement each other.  I am glad we let you have the Miss Kay.  The omiai looks to have been successful, you are a cute couple.  The nurse and the scholar, a perfect match.”  Erma was looking at Khin, but seeing someone else. “Now please just leave us here, so we can remember.”
 
    
 
   Khin did not understand what she meant, but did not seek to correct her.  Vesna grabbed Khin by the hand and led him away.  As they walked off, they heard Erma speaking.
 
    
 
   “Lloyd dear, this was even better than when you took the load of donkeys,” Erma said and leaned her head against Lloyd.  “That was something to see, but now we have brought a whole durham full of children to a place of safety.  Lloyd, do you remember when we took the kayaks out… it must have been the year before I was first pregnant.  That was such a lovely day and you were so handsome and strong.  Today, you were even stronger and more handsome.  In those kayaks we cruised the river and saw so much.  It was a delightful time.”
 
    
 
   Lloyd’s head had slumped down against the pedestal, and his ragged breathing had stopped.  Erma patted his side in recognition of that, but continued to talk about her memories of them being together, and being young, when Habitat Beta had been a decent and safe place to live.  
 
    
 
    Khin and Vesna helped the children get out of the boat. The children carried the pillows, blankets, and other belongings they had.  The two oldest children, two girls, who were about ten years old, were organizing the younger ones into pairs.  The youngest child was about five years old, the rest being between five and ten years of age.    
 
    
 
   The white automacube led the children as they walked up the pathway away from the pier.  
 
    
 
   “Khin, that durham boat is ruined,” Vesna said quietly.  “At first I thought we could maybe use it to somehow take all the people away to somewhere, but the hull is cracked, and the water jet is hopelessly clogged with muck.”
 
    
 
   “I wondered about that too,” Khin said. “That old couple, I am amazed they brought all these children here.  Why would they do that?”
 
    
 
   One of the older children, walked over and her dark eyes were intense.  “All of Seron is in flames.  The Kurent was murdered.  They blew up his manor.  Never have I heard such explosions.  Lloyd and Erma rescued us from the Ferryman’s people.  They are killing everyone.  The whole town is on fire.”
 
    
 
   “My dear Khin, that is horrible,” Vesna said.
 
    
 
   “Sister! Come here” the girl called.  Her eyes were wide in amazement.  “This is Khin!”
 
    
 
   The other girl rushed over.  “You really are Khin?”  The two girls were nearly indistinguishable from each other.  Each had dark eyes, dirt colored brown hair, mocha complexions and brown clothing.  Their smiles lit up their faces.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is my name,” Khin replied.  “And you are?”
 
    
 
   Before either girl could answer, SB Cotard’s voice echoed down from the ruins of the Special Care Unit up on the hill.  “Emergency.  There are threats coming along the perimeter fence.  All available people please respond.”
 
    
 
   Vesna whistled, and Old Bill and Poco came trotting over from where they had been grazing on the grasses.  
 
    
 
   “Will you girls make sure the children follow the cubie white to where it leads?”  Khin asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes!”  The two girls replied together.  “We will help them, but what is happening?”
 
    
 
   “More bad people are here,” Vesna said.  “We ride off to defend this place.”  She jumped up onto Old Bill and then they galloped away.  
 
    
 
   Khin pulled out the com-link from a pouch.  He slipped it on over his ear.  
 
    
 
   One of the girls, looking at the com-link intensely, rushed up to him and whispered into his other ear.  
 
    
 
   “Really?”  Khin said.  He began to laugh and laugh.  He pressed the side of the com-link to activate it.  “Sandie?  I must speak to Jerome and Cammarry.  I heard their message.  Do they want us to come to the needle ship?  There are lots of old people here, and now some children.  I am not sure how to get them there, and we are under attack again.”
 
    
 
   He mounted Poco and headed off to confront the next attack.  
 
    
 
   The two girls rushed to help the other children follow the automacube up toward the pavilion.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   15 last ride on the carousel
 
    
 
    
 
   “This is a lot nicer than our last trip in one of these,” Jerome said.  He was watching the display screens on the front of the transport vehicle.  It was showing their progress toward the destination of Crondel. The ride was controlled, inertia was suppressed, gravity manipulation was working, and it was smooth and comfortable.
 
    
 
   “We do still have the medical kit if we need it,” Cammarry added with a partial laugh.  “I am pleasantly surprised at how smooth this is going.”
 
    
 
   “I do not want to sound like our adventurer friend Paul from Dome 17, may he be safe and secure wherever he went, but sometimes when you are in the eye of the storm, you are not aware of the immense forces raging around you,” Jerome said and winked at Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “That was not whiny enough for Paul.  I do wish I knew his and Gretchen’s story.” Cammarry wiped a tear from her eyes.  “I wonder if we will ever know what became of those other adventurers?  Copernicus told us many of the Dome 17 people were saved by going to that Colony Ship Eschaton.  What became of those other adventurers to the other colony ships?  Those are stories we will never know.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked up and said quietly, “May all the adventurers everywhere be happy and free, and may their thoughts, words, and deeds contribute in some way to the happiness and safety of whoever they encounter.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed.”
 
    
 
   There was a slight jerk and the vehicle slowed down.  It came to a stop.  Then it reversed directions and backed up, slowly.  Several bumps, and heaving motions were felt as the vehicle crunched into something, went up and over it, and then continued.  Jarring and grinding sounds bumped the vehicle as it settled in and then finally stopped. 
 
    
 
   “Well there had to be some element of a rollercoaster ride this time.”  Jerome smiled happily.  “Overall, quite an improvement.”
 
    
 
   The portal hatch opened.  The warm light from the vehicle’s interior illuminated the terminal hub.  Cammarry and Jerome stepped out and both switched on their fusion pack lights.  The hub was much as they remembered, except this time they stepped out of a neatly docked vehicle, not a vehicle which had suffered a crash landing.  The shambled condition of the terminal made Cammarry thankful the vehicle they had used had arrived safely.  The hatch, which had opened after their vehicle docked, had not been used in a long time.  The coating of grime, dirt, and dried gunk had fractured and fallen all around the portal hatch.  Looking at the permalloy of the hatch and wall, exposed beneath the filthy crust, Cammarry’s mind saw where the chunks of debris had fallen off, and like puzzle pieces they could have been fitted back together around the long unused hatch.  
 
    
 
   “Five portal hatches.  And the score is two wrecks and one success.  Sounds about right for our missions on the Conestoga,” Cammarry stated.  “I would hate to play ricochet ball with those kind of odd of success.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome had not thought about ricochet ball for some time, and he grinned remembering the game from Dome 17.   “It would be nice to have a clear, sterile, and well-lit court to just play on.  No dust, debris, or rubble.  Yes, the Conestoga is different.”  He waved his hands around.    
 
    
 
   Dust was floating in the swirls of the air, and there were broken parts of the ceiling and walls lying around everywhere.  Two other closed hatches were along the wall.  All the portal hatches were set about six meters apart.  The closed ones were still coated and sealed with the covering of neglect.  A thick layer of dust and grime ensconced most everything in that terminal hub.  At each end of the room were the wrecks of other vehicles.  The one they had ridden before was canted and misaligned, with the hatch still open.  The coating of grime was thinner on that wreck than the other, but still whatever process was causing the grime to build up on things was still working.  The interior of that vehicle was in shadow.  The other wreck was from some far older crash where a transport vehicle had smashed through the wall with tremendous force.  Only a small portion of it was visible, sticking out from the rubble of the destroyed wall. Dust and debris covered the old wreck, and amidst the remains were thin silvery-white filaments. 
 
    
 
   “Com-links failed last time we were here, and I had been injured badly.” Jerome walked over and hugged Cammarry.  “Thank you for getting me though that all.”
 
    
 
   Holding tightly to him, she replied, “Without the medical kit, things would have been very different.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, you can still hear me?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am tracking and recording your progress,” the AI replied through the functioning com-link.  “It is interesting to visualize the places you only informed me about.  I am also sending out the message via the public address system.  As expected, I have not gotten any replies.”
 
    
 
   “Hopefully the right people heard and will be waiting for us.  Well look!  At least we know what that means now.”  Jerome pointed at the back wall of the terminal hub.  The green hand-written graffiti read, ‘Hayward MacDonald 4 KM sternward’.  Seeing that again made each of them stop and consider.  They stood in silence for a moment before continuing on. 
 
    
 
   “We also know something about Mister Tate Willman now,” Cammarry added.  “We are making progress and developing a better understanding of the Conestoga’s history.”
 
    
 
   “An odd, convoluted, and violent history,” Jerome said.  “Much like the history of humanity.”
 
    
 
   Where the oldest vehicle crash had taken place was a pile of debris: chunks of fractured permalloy, twisted steel, broken polymers, and several large pipes which had been ripped from the ceiling when it collapsed. The remaining wall, the one without the graffiti, consisted of meter long vertical sections, each set at right angles to the others, making for a diagonal looking effect stretching across the room.  There were dozens of small circular engravings in a pattern all along that unusual wall.  A space, a gap, about a half-meter wide was in the center of that wall where the panels had partially slid apart.  A cone shaped pile of rocks, debris, and dirt was at the base of that opening.  It had spilled down from above, where an tunnel of sorts, extended upward at an angle.  The dirt was a rich brown color, while the rocks were various shades, and shapes, the biggest being about fist sized.  Some light was visible up in that opening.      
 
    
 
   “Well, our escape burrow still exists,” Cammarry said and nodded at the opening.  
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled and recalled something.  “Beauty is in the beholder’s eye, but design does designate function.  To me that hole and tunnel is both beautiful and functional.” He ran his hands across the designs and decorations on the wall.  
 
    
 
   “I am thankful we at least know where that leads this time.  No more mysteries,” Cammarry said as she stepped up onto the pile and began her ascent.  Dirt and clods and rocks skittered down as she climbed up.   
 
    
 
   “We have reconnoitered some of the Conestoga, but I would refrain from saying there are no more mysteries,” Jerome laughed a bit.  “I too am glad to know this leads up to the surface of Beta’s biological habitat.  Last time we just hoped for a better place.”
 
    
 
   “There is much brighter light up here, so it must still be daytime in the habitat.  No nocturnal visit for us this time.  The roots still work as handholds.  Oh, what we have learned in such a short time.”  Cammarry thought about all they had seen, heard, and experienced.  “Our story seems longer than the time we have been here on the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “It has been a lifetime.  Yesterday is past, tomorrow is yet to be, today is ours.  That is why they call it the present,” Jerome quipped.     
 
    
 
   “Presently, we are about to pop out like rats in their tunnels,” Cammarry replied.  
 
    
 
   “Khin would like that we spoke about rats.”
 
    
 
   They emerging in the bottom of a depression in the ground.  It was roughly ten meters in diameter in a crater shape.  Plants were all around the edge of the crater depression.
 
    
 
   “No rats here.  The sky tube is shining, but there are no animal noises.  No birds, insects, or anything.  When we were here before, the noises bothered me,” Cammarry said.  “Now I am not sure which bothers me more, the unknown sounds, or the lack of sounds.”
 
    
 
   “The lack of sounds makes me think of all those dead fish in that stream,” Jerome said.  “Dead animals make no noises, and I fear that might be the cause of the silence.  If the Crock vehicles are bringing the gravity sink holes, then vast areas may already be dead.  Breeching the walls of the habitat, the planet’s toxic gases might be flooding in in multiple places.”
 
    
 
   They hurriedly made their way up and out of the depression.  They found the stone walkway as they remembered and followed it to the ruins of Crondel.  
 
    
 
   “There it is,” Cammarry said as she pointed at the front of the building with the inscription ‘Crondel’ impressed into the permalloy over the door.  
 
    
 
   “A mere shell of what it once was, but we do know now not to expect anyone here,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   They walked through the severed buildings and noted again that none had interiors. 
 
    
 
   “I was thinking about this place,” Jerome said.  “I read about the Old World’s preoccupation with entertainment and diversion, before the Great Event.  In those ancient times, they had places where store-fronts were located, and they produced dramas, comedies, and recorded performances in those places.  Huge amounts of resources were spent on those entertainment features.  All at a time when their technology was primitive and people were suffering.  I wonder if they had invested those wasted resources on environmental research, or humanitarian concerns, if the Great Event, and the subsequent 90 Hour War could have been prevented?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, you are the expert on the old-time literature and writings. We will never know what if, but it seems that humans on the Conestoga are not so different from those of the era of the Great Event,” Cammarry observed.  “Maybe those of us from Dome 17 are really the outliers, and normal humanity is represented by those people we seen here?”
 
    
 
   “Oh mercy I hope not!”  Jerome exclaimed.  “Although we have seen both good and bad here.  Hopefully some of the good will be up ahead.  If they got our message and understood our cryptic signal.  I think I hear the carousel now.”
 
    
 
   “Odd that the carousel music is all we do hear.  No animal sounds, and that troubles me a lot.”  Cammarry looked at Jerome and he smiled back, although he too felt the apprehension.  Jerome also wondered how the roustabouts, if they were here, would respond to him.  Their parting had not been as pleasant as he would have liked.  He remembered Bigelow’s cold glare, but thought fondly of Monika.
 
    
 
   They approached the groves of trees which blocked their vision down the slope.  
 
    
 
   Plink.  Bling.  Tink.  Tink.  Bling.  Plink.  
 
    
 
   The music floated up to them as they walked.  It was a sort of tinkling, bell ringing, light and airy kind of music.  Jerome and Cammarry both nodded their heads and remembered.  
 
    
 
   “I wonder what Cadet Danny would think of this music?  He loves his piano music,” Cammarry commented as they walked downhill.   
 
    
 
   “It is a rather pretty sound.  Music is like morality. It gives soul to the universe, wings to ideas, flight to the imagination, and charm and happiness to life,” Jerome recited.  “If music is the food of love, then keep playing!  Honestly, for where words fail, music soars.”
 
    
 
   They walked around the copse of trees.  Those trees were more lush than on their last visit, but with no animals or birds they seemed strangely empty, haunted, hallow.  The dirt-covered road up to Crondel was now strewn with growing weeds.  As a road, or path, it was barely noticeable now.  
 
    
 
   “And there it is,” Jerome said as he and Cammarry stared at the familiar sight before them.  “The Lark!”
 
    
 
   The carousel was turning in the bright yellow light of the sky tube.  Its music was playing.  Several wagons, the basic utility ones the roustabouts used, were party visible behind it.  Also observed were the first animals they had seen lately, the roustabouts’ horses.  They were tied on long leads to those wagons.  One horse was all black, there were two which were white with big splotchy colors, and several bay colored horses.  All the animals were nervous with alert eyes, and twitching ears.  The horses were staring at Jerome and Cammarry.    
 
    
 
   “Yes, the carousel!”  Cammarry smiled and clapped her hands.  
 
    
 
   The colors were vivid and flashing as the carousel’s mechanical contraption rotated around.  The top was a pyramid spinning slowly around on a center axis.  The stripes were vibrant: red, blue, green, yellow, orange, and purple.  Below was the carousel’s platform, with its myriad of carved statues of animals, both real and imagined.  Neither Cammarry nor Jerome were exactly sure which were copied from living animals, and which were pure fantasy.    
 
    
 
   “Lark.  Yes, this has been a lark, being here before, and now coming back here again.” Jerome was looking at the large letters on the pyramid of the carousel.  “Lark of amusement, adventure, or even a quest.  I guess this time it is a quest.  Hopefully a quest to save these people.  If the skies fall, one may hope to catch larks.”
 
    
 
   “Hello!”  Cammarry called out.  “Bigelow?  Is anyone here?”
 
    
 
   A man’s tenor voice came out from somewhere.  The words were familiar, but the song was a morose lament.
 
    
 
   “Oh, the carousel goes around,
 
   And this one won’t break down.
 
   Each one we build, our pride does glow,
 
   For the carousel will go around.
 
    
 
   Oh, the carousel goes around
 
   And it makes the dandiest sound,
 
   If the sky tube’s low, please don’t you fret,
 
   Because the carrousel will go you bet.  
 
    
 
   Oh what fun, it’s a wonderful sight
 
   Finding joy for you both day and night,
 
   Girls and boys, come ride your toys,
 
   Cause the carousel goes round in flight.
 
    
 
   Oh, the carousel goes around,
 
   Don’t let me see you frown,
 
   Come ride a streak though the future’s bleak,
 
   But the carousel goes round and round.
 
    
 
   Oh, the carousel won’t break down,
 
   Cause it’s built the best, and stands the test,
 
   Permalloy, and power, for every hour,
 
   Cause this carrousel won’t break down.  
 
    
 
   Oh, the carousel goes around,
 
   Since the Conestoga hit this ground,
 
   Come whirl for years, and lose your fears,
 
   For the carousel goes round and round.”
 
    
 
   “Bigelow?  I recognize your voice.  Thank you for coming here,” Cammarry called out.  “You got our message?  Where are you?”  She could see no one by the wagons, or by the horses, but the carousel blocked a good part of the view.  “Bigelow, it is us!  We have returned for you!”
 
    
 
   “Hello rube!  Well, well, well,” Bigelow said as he stepped out from behind one of the exquisitely carved statues on the carousel.  The statues were turning and rising in rhythm to the music.  “I am taking one last ride on the carousel, and here we find the two adventurers from Earth.  I see you are together again.” He was not the same jovial self he had been on their first meeting.  He was still wearing dark brown clothing, of various shades, and his floppy hat, but he looked especially tired and worn.  He took a long drink from a flask he was carrying.  Turning his head, he called to someone else, “It looks safe enough to me!  It truly is who we thought it would be.” 
 
    
 
   Monika rushed out from her place of concealment which was behind a carousel statue of some mythical beast.  That creature had a long curving snout like another appendage, and two spear-like teeth on each side of its face.  She jumped off the carousel.  Her dark hair was tied back, and she had a huge bruise on the side of her face.  One eye was swollen nearly shut.  Nonetheless she smiled when she saw Jerome.  “You are alive!”  She rushed forward and threw her arms about him and hugged him.  She then kissed him fully and passionately on the mouth.  Jerome glanced at Cammarry.  After the kiss, Monika looked over and she smiled at Cammarry.  “And he found you.  Excellent!  We needed some good news.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, well, yes…” Cammarry stammered.  “You are injured.”
 
    
 
   Monika briefly gestured at her face.  “We all have been through a lot.  Jenna is quite sick, and I was hoping you have your medical kit.  We are desperate.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we have the medical kit,” Jerome said, his face was red from the passionate kiss he had received. “We sent one to the Listening Ear via an automacube, but I have not heard if it arrived.  Sandie?  What is the status of T-1DT?”
 
    
 
   “No time for that rube!”  Bigelow snapped with added vulgarities. “Are you deaf now too?  Jenna is in great need!  Where is your medical kit?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pushed past Jerome.  She was pulling out the medical kit.  “Bigelow?  Where is Jenna?”
 
    
 
   “Right this way,” Monika led Cammarry toward one of the wagons.  “She became horrible nauseated, and has been throwing up.  We tried what we could, and looked for a medical automacube, but so much has been destroyed so fast.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry was confused about how to respond to Monika.  Jerome had only briefly spoken about Monika, not much beyond just a few comments about her being part of the roustabouts.  Now Cammarry wondered what exactly had happened while she was confined in the Special Care Unit.  She shook off those thoughts and followed Monika to the wagon.  
 
    
 
   The blue colored wagon was covered over by a canvas top.  There were round holes ripped in the canvass.  As Cammarry looked inside, from the back, she could see a makeshift permalloy lining had been erected inside of the canvass.  Jenna was reclining on some cushions, and Siva was kneeling next to her.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Cammarry,” Jenna said in a weak voice.  Her straight, shoulder-length, black hair hung limply around her very pale face.  The confidence and self-assuredness Cammarry remembered was gone.  Replacing it were sunken eyes, and a slight quiver on her bluish lips.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, Jenna.  Let me hook you up,” Cammarry stepped into the wagon, and set down the medical kit and fusion pack.  
 
    
 
   “She has been like this since just after we parted from Jerome at the river,” Siva said.   His short, black hair, was still as neat as Cammarry remembered, and concern was etched into the deep brown complexion of his face.  His eyes were kind and rested upon Jenna even as he spoke.  “It is heartening to know you survived.  I believe Jenna’s condition stems from her water dowsing ability.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry connected the wires from the medical kit.  She pressed the button.  A small screen read out, ‘Previously unknown adult female. Critically toxic levels of antimony, aluminum, and barium are present.  Moderately toxic levels of bismuth, lead, mercury, arsenic and cadmium are detected.  Biologic electromagnetics out of balance.  Prognosis is good if treatment initiated immediately. Ingest two capsules, and inject cleansing agents into any large muscle mass.  Heavy metals will be cleaned from the soft tissues of the body within four hours, complete detoxification will take place in six hours.  Electromagnetic homeostasis will follow.’
 
    
 
   Two blue capsules slipped out of the bottom of the medical kit, as well as a syringe.  Cammarry took them, and looked at Jenna. “May I give you these?  The medical kit says it will help.”  Cammarry had a flash in her mind to the white automacubes, under SB Cotard’s directions, forcing her to take what they called medications.  She shuddered inwardly.  
 
    
 
   Jenna reached a shaking hand out and took the capsules.  Siva helped her with a bottle of water.  She then nodded at Cammarry who was holding the syringe.  
 
    
 
   “It will only take a few hours,” Cammarry said as she injected the treatment into Jenna’s thigh right through her pants.  “Then you will be feeling better.”
 
    
 
   Jenna smiled.  “Thank you.  I always pray, ‘guide my hands, enhance my sensitivity, and bless my purpose, that I may be an instrument of divine power and glory in locating what is searched for.’  My dowsing requires me to sample the water, and that is how I got sick.  The water in Beta is cursed now.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at the bottle Siva was holding.  
 
    
 
   “I have filtered all our drinking water,” he said, understanding Cammarry’s concern.  “However, Jenna dips into the waters remotely, and her spirit assesses the auras of fluids.”  He patted her arm gently and compassionately.  “May I tell our friends all that has happened?”
 
    
 
   “If Bigelow has not already done so,” Jenna gave a weak smile.  “Thank you again Cammarry.  Thank you for calling us.  We needed good news in this time of disaster.”
 
    
 
   Siva and Cammarry stepped from the wagon, and he pulled the canvass door closed.  
 
    
 
   “Things have gone very badly for us all,” Siva said.  “What you see here is all that remains of the roustabouts.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked over and saw Jerome standing a distance away, Monika patting down one of the blotchy colored horses, and Bigelow sitting on a small stool next to his wagon.  
 
    
 
   “Only four of you?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “No, Peter is also here.  He is in the mechanic’s wagon monitoring the public address broadcasts, and any other signals.  But yes, we are all that remains,” Siva said.  
 
    
 
   Jerome walked over and Cammarry quickly explained what had happened with Jenna.   
 
    
 
   “You never found Dewi and Nabila?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  We tried, diligently.  But then at the site for carousel eight, we were attacked,” Siva said.  
 
    
 
   Monika looked over, and her eyes teared up.  
 
    
 
   “Attacked?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Cammarry.  A group of people came into our camp.  They said they had word about the leftovers and the chosen siblings.  But when we gathered to listen, two of them set off explosives.  One was right next to the wagon with all the children.” Siva reported it all clinically, but his eyes showed how much emotion he was holding back.  “If anything good can be said, their deaths were swift.  Monika, Peter, and I were on the opposite side of the mechanic’s wagon and that shielded us from the blast.  Bigelow was getting some supplies in his troika, and Jenna was just miraculously saved.  I know of no other way of expressing it.”
 
    
 
   “Those children we saved?” Cammarry dropped to her knees.  “The little ones from the road?”
 
    
 
   Siva put his hand on her shoulder and knelt beside her.  “They are gone.”
 
    
 
   “I heard the detonation,” Bigelow said.  I had my associates gallop back as fast as possible, but the attackers also started shooting at us.  They killed all but Anika.”  He gestured toward the black horse.  
 
    
 
   Peter stepped out of the mechanic’s wagon.  The side of that wagon had shrapnel damage all along it.  “Your artificial intelligence system has shut down the public address message.  I suppose Sandie is monitoring what is happening here?”
 
    
 
   “Yes I am,” Sandie said from Jerome’s com-link.  “And my condolences on all your losses.  Your grief and sorrow and loss are beyond my understanding.”
 
    
 
   “There will be more loss if you remain here,” Jerome said.  “The habitat is failing, and our only way of finding you was that message.  Now we need to get moving.  I think all of us can go back in the transport tube’s vehicle.”
 
    
 
   “Rube?  What are you talking about?”  Bigelow said.  “I am not leaving Anika here to go on one of your wild-goose chases, or some red-herring adventure.”
 
    
 
   “I am not talking about geese or fish, although the fish we saw were all dead in a polluted stream.  The habitat is failing!” Jerome insisted.  “There are gravity sink holes ripping this place apart, and Crock machines rolling around.  Up in the ruins of Crondel is the transport system.  We have a vehicle there and all of us can get in that and leave.”  He looked at the horses and then back at the roustabouts.  “The animals would never fit, but you can be saved.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome,” Monika said with compassion.  “You are sincere, I can see that, but I am not sure I understand.  This place has seen better times, I know that is right, but the Conestoga was built for deep space and to last for multiple generations.  The habitat can have problems, like the drought or the toxins, but it will not fail.”
 
    
 
   “Monika!”  Jerome yelled.  “It is failing.  You are right it was built for space, not for a poisonous planet.  It was not built to survive on Zalia, especially with the Crocks breaking in and causing gravity sink holes.”
 
    
 
   “There is no way I am leaving my horses to follow the rube,” Bigelow stated firmly.  This was followed by a graphic anatomical suggestion which was both physically impossible, and deeply offensive.  
 
    
 
   “I know this is hard…” Cammarry started to explain, but was interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Attention!  I have just lost contact with the automacube, T-1DT,” Sandie stated.  “May I show you the last signals received?”
 
    
 
   “Is it just a communication link failure?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, show us what you have,” Cammarry ordered.  
 
    
 
   A beam of light came from Cammarry’s com-link and projected against the side of the wagon.  A two dimensional visual and audio recording was shown there.   
 
    
 
   “This is from moments ago.  The point of view is from T-1DT’s front aperture,” Sandie reported.  “You cannot see the automacube, but at the bottom I have placed a diagram with the telemetry from the machine.”  
 
    
 
   “Well, that is the Listening Ear, all right,” Bigelow affirmed.  “My sister’s place.  That automacube is rolling right up toward it from the bow end.  Look at that smoke in the background!”
 
    
 
   “And that is a Crock machine!”  Jerome cried out.
 
    
 
   The lumbering tracked vehicle was just moving out of sight beyond some building in the distance.  The noise it made became muffled a bit as it became hidden by the buildings.  There was a haze of smoke hovering over the buildings around the Listening Ear.  It looked like all of the town of Seron was covered by that hazy smoke.  There were screams and cries which had been caught by the audio recordings on the automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  How long had you observed that Crock vehicle?”  Jerome demanded.  
 
    
 
   “Just for the brief moment it passed,” Sandie replied.  “Please continue watching.”
 
    
 
   There was a slight shimmering in the air in the recording, and suddenly all the smoky haze around the Listening Ear, and the buildings to its right just disappeared. Then the permalloy structure with its windows so darkly tinted that nothing was visible inside, shook.  The wooden veranda around the front of the building, snapped, splintered, and crashed to the ground.  The painted sign with bright letters making, ‘Listening Ear’ exploded, or imploded, or somehow was destroyed.  It had not burst in an outward way, but rather the letters swelled and then crumbled downward in a rain of debris and powdered bits.  
 
    
 
   “Huh? What in all of Beta?” Bigelow said and added some choice profanity.
 
    
 
   The view showed the automacube rolling backward rapidly, yet the Listening Ear, and all the buildings around it were being flattened as they watched.  The permalloy structures were collapsing, disintegrating, and compressing all at the same time.  A wave of something undulated in the view and then the automacube’s visual, audio and telemetry readings went blank.  
 
    
 
   “That is the moment I lost contact with T-1DT.  I conjectured the strength needed to compress permalloy like we saw, and it is the strongest gravity I have ever recorded,” Sandie stated.  “I conjecture that the side walls of Habitat Beta cannot withstand that amount of force.”
 
    
 
   “So Seron was just crushed?” Siva asked.  “The whole town?”
 
    
 
   “It looked like much of it was already on fire,” Monika added.  
 
    
 
   “Permalloy does not burn,” Peter interjeted.  “But there are a lot of other combustibles in that town.  I believe we just witnessed what Jerome was warning us about.  I know of no way to defend against something that can crush permalloy like that.”  His bright eyes showed fear in his dark face.  “It is hard to believe.”
 
    
 
   “I cannot evaluate how much of the town of Seron was destroyed,” Sandie informed them.  “I only have that view from the now destroyed automacube. I do have a plan to assist you all in evacuating from here.  It involves…”
 
    
 
   Jerome interrupted, “That proves it!  The Crock vehicle was right there!  We must take you to the place where we have set up a teleportation system to go to the needle ship in orbit, and we need to go quickly,” Jerome said.  “We sought you out because we want to save you!”
 
    
 
   Bigelow snorted, but Monika nodded.  Siva and Peter exchanged glances.  
 
    
 
   “I know you have advanced technology,” Siva stated, “However, teleportation is unknown to us.”
 
    
 
   “How do we know the needle ship is in better condition than here?”  Peter asked.  “You spoke of it before, and said there were problems.”
 
    
 
   Jerome smacked his hands together in anger.  “Did you just see that building get crushed down?  Right after that Crock tracked vehicle went by?  It is like me stomping on some weed.  It was just crushed.”  He stomped several times with his foot.  Then he drew in a deep breath.  “We have never seen a gravity sink hole on the needle ship.  Right Sandie?”
 
    
 
   The AI replied, “That is correct.  The gravity sink hole phenomena have been confined to Habitat Beta.”
 
    
 
   “Come on my fellow roustabouts,” Bigelow implored.  “Abandon our animals?  Here?  Sure there have been problems, but we will get through it all.  We are like Horace on the carousel.  We must get the correct perspective.  We are not last, but we are first.”  Sprinkled in his comments were mild profanities, but his words lacked conviction.
 
    
 
   “What do we do about the animals?” Siva asked.  “They have been our loyal friends, co-workers, and companions since they were born.”
 
    
 
   “Your lives are more important than some animals,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   “Jerome I have a….” Sandie began, but the reaction from the roustabouts caused Jerome to miss it.    
 
    
 
   “Some animals?  Just some animals!” Siva and Peter both echoed.  Monika shook her head and looked away.  Peter turned around and gazed at the horses.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome? Cammarry?  I have an incoming message from Khin and Vesna,” Sandie said.  “They wish to speak to you both.”  Sandie considered telling Jerome and Cammarry about what was happening with Eris and Habitat Gamma, but could tell by the stress in Khin’s voice, and the telemetry which she had been monitoring from S-1DT, that his message needed to take top priority.  “I believe you really need to hear what Khin and Vesna want to say.”  
 
    
 
   “Play it out for everyone to hear,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   Jerome shot her an anger-filled look, but she went on, “Jerome, we will have no secrets from our friends.  No hidden agendas, no withholding information.”
 
    
 
   “Rube, listen to her,” Bigelow said.  “She at least is sharing everything, and trying to be loyal to her friends.”
 
    
 
   Jerome face grew red in near rage.  “And you are one to talk about sharing and being loyal.”  His eyes burned toward Bigelow who met his gaze and took another drink from his flask.  “Sure, Sandie, play the message.  Make the connection.  Maybe these locals need more proof!”
 
    
 
   Khin’s voice came from the com-link.  “Wizards?  We are at the Special Care Unit, but there is great trouble.”  Khin forced a small laugh.  “The old people need a safe place to go, and this big building is not the place.  I have asked Sandie to take us all back to my home, back to the Goat People.  Can you help us?”
 
    
 
   “Khin, just meet us at the teleporter,” Cammarry instructed.  “Sandie can direct you.”  Thinking of what she had just seen with the destruction of T-1DT, she asked, “Khin?  Do you still have the red automacube we sent?  That machine can help lead you to the teleporter.”
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, the red cubie is very busy,” Khin replied.  “Bad people.  Monster type people have been attacking us, and that cubie red has made them dead, but more and more of them keep coming.  We are fighting, but without more bullets our weapons are not so good.”
 
    
 
   Vesna’s voice cut in, “And the crushers have destroyed the building.  There is no safe place for the patients, my people, or the boatload of children who just arrived.”
 
    
 
   “See more destruction by the Crocks!  More crushed buildings!”  Jerome yelled.  “Believe me now?”
 
    
 
   “Vesna, did you say children?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  The boat is ruined, and we do not have a good way to carry the old people, or the children to you,” Khin replied.  “We have only a few wheelchairs, some other cubies, and the two horses.  I do not know how to bring all these people, or the good animals on a Wizard’s Quest, so I am asking you to help.  Besides, two of the children here know you!”  This time Khin’s chuckle was more genuine.  “One asks if you, Jerome, need another haircut?”
 
    
 
   “Dewi and Nabila?” Jerome said in wonder and awe.  “They are with you?”
 
    
 
   All the roustabouts were listening intently.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, they just got here in the boat.  An elderly couple, Lloyd and Erma brought them here, but…” Vesna’s voice cracked.  “That elderly couple were hurt by the hoodlums.  They have died, but the children are safe.  My Khin and I need your help.  What do we do?”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “Hitch up the wagons!” Jenna barked out her command.  “We leave as soon as possible.”  She spoke from the back of her wagon where she stood steadying herself with one hand.  “We are going to go get Dewi and Nabila, and carry anyone else who needs our help to those teleporters.”  She was still very pale, but there was firmness in her voice.  “Get moving.”  
 
    
 
   “You heard our leader,” Bigelow called out.  “We leave as soon as we get our associates in harness.  There is work to do, and we will do it.  But be sure to take a last ride on the carrousel.  Pat Horace the lead horse on the carousel and tell him thank you for always leading us round and round.  I think we will never be this way again.”  Bigelow left off obscenities as he said goodbye to the carousel.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   16 rushing to the Special Care Unit
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Your fabrication request is finished and delivered,” SB Dan Cooper stated to Eris.  
 
    
 
   Six shinny and efficient blue automacubes moved across the hanger bay and into the small space where Eris’ shuttle was now located.  The rear of the shuttle opened, and the machines carefully, quickly, and competently stacked the various components of the large teleportation mechanism into the cargo hold.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Eris said.  “I would still like to tour Gamma and see all that you have done in keeping this habitat safe and secure.”
 
    
 
   “The lattice of compeers has made its position clear on that.  You shall not be allowed entry.  As a token to your curiosity, I can connect you with remote views of Gamma, and I can offer my advice and counsel on improvements to other parts of the Conestoga,” SB Dan Cooper stated.  “However, no biological intelligence will interfere in the functioning of Habitat Gamma.  I strongly suggest you prohibit biological intelligences from any position of authority as they are inherently unreliable and defective.  Your contraption is loaded, and your shuttle will now be launched.  Do you wish for manual control on the launch, or shall I eject the shuttle for you?”
 
    
 
   Eris did not know how to respond, but said, “I will manually launch. Thank you for the thruster fuel, and the fabricated items.”
 
    
 
   The automacubes rolled away, and the doors between the launch tube and the hanger bay slid into place.  There was a cycling of airs, all done without any direction by Eris.  Several clicks, and clanks took place, from some apparatus disconnecting from the shuttle.  Eris had expected green light to come in when the exterior doors dilated open, but it was now nighttime on Zalia, and the only thing that was revealed was a deep, nearly black, green darkness in front of her.  
 
    
 
   “Pressure doors are sealed,” SB Dan Cooper announced.  “Launch tube is now clear and depressurized.  Be aware that gravity manipulation will be different after you clear the launch tube.  If you do not launch within ninety seconds, I will expel the entire contents of launch tube one.”
 
    
 
   Eris activated the controls of NS-99 and the shuttle rose slightly off the deck.  She then gave a burst from the stern thrusters and the shuttle flew out and away from Habitat Gamma.  Turning on the sensors, Eris looked at the readouts on the cockpit displays to see the shuttle’s altitude, speed, and course directions, as well as the readings from the surrounding environment.  Zalia was so dark, the ground and the sky were nearly the same color.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Is this channel secure for us to speak?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “I too am linked in,” SB Pinaka stated.  “I do not understand the insubordination shown by those systems in Gamma.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure about it either,” Eris replied.  “We will fully evaluate that later.  Right now I need to rush back to Beta.  Sandie, were you able to observe and assess the items which were fabricated?  Is it the large teleportation sending unit you wanted?”
 
    
 
   “Visual observation shows that all the parts were excellently made,” Sandie replied.  “We will know for sure when the unit is assembled and calibrated, but I conjecture a 97% potential for all the parts to be within the specified parameters.  It has a superb chance of success.”
 
    
 
   “Will we be able to get back to Beta in time?”  Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka replied, “I have plotted the quickest route, since fuel is now not an issue of consideration.”
 
    
 
   “But will Beta still be there?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “I am not sure.  I do not have comprehensive data for all of Beta, and a catastrophic failure at some unknown locations could cause total loss.  I am optimistic about your arrival.  However, I am not sure about how many people will be able to be evacuated.  Let me explain what has happened with Jerome, Cammarry, and the others we know of in Beta.  I refrained from telling you too much while you were interacting with SB Dan Cooper.  I was concerned that that synthetic brain might perceive stress levels in your voice or mannerisms.  Forgive me if this was withholding information, but Doctor Chambers and I agreed this was the best for the situation.”
 
    
 
   “Is Doctor Chambers certified in suspended animation?” Eris asked.  “I am uncertain who that is, but we need a good physician to oversee any surviving people who are in suspended animation.”
 
    
 
   “Doctor Chambers is an expert in human psychology, emotions, and sociology,” Sandie explained.  “He was a Dome 17 person, and I consult with a simulation of him on occasion when I need guidance.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, I see,” Eris was crestfallen. “So we still have no one to oversee any other suspended animation repositories.”
 
    
 
   “For the time being that is correct.  However, let me explain about the refugees who are now attempting to reach Dardanella 135 and the teleporter you will be setting up.”  Sandie explained in detail about the roustabouts, the Special Care Unit, and the people involved.  
 
    
 
   “So there is a synthetic brain, a medically dedicated one, at the Special Care Unit?” Eris asked.  Her mind was intrigued and she was contemplating all she was hearing.   
 
    
 
   “Yes.  It is designated, SB Cotard.”
 
    
 
   “We must rescue that synthetic brain as well,” Eris stated.  “As soon as I get the teleporter built, I am going after SB Cotard’s central memory core.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle flew through the atmosphere of Zalia heading back to Habitat Beta at maximum speed.
 
    
 
   ***    
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, the red automacube S-1DT sped along the perimeter fence of the Special Care Unit.  SB Cotard, from the working camera at the top of the ruined building had spotted another group of intruders who were approaching the fence.  The optical scanners on the automacube spotted the targets as they ran from a grove of trees toward a smaller thicket of bushes.  Fortunately, for S-1DT, the grounds of the Special Care Unit were higher in elevation than the area leading up to the fence.  The intruders were armed with long rifles, as well as handguns.  This was consistent with the hoodlums who had been attacking in waves previously.  This time two of them carried a ladder.  
 
    
 
   “Halt!” S-1DT called out via its working speakers.  “Leave this area or face lethal consequences.”  The message announced to the hoodlums was always the same, but so far as S-1DT could ascertain, none had been deterred by the message itself.  
 
    
 
   Bang!  Bang!
 
    
 
   Shots rang out from some of the hoodlums.  The bullets flew near to the automacube, but did not strike it.  It was extreme range for the weapons the hoodlums were using, and they seldom seemed to take careful aim.   
 
    
 
   Blam! Blam! Blam! 
 
    
 
   S-1DT returned fire and two of the hoodlums went down.  Their companions ignored their cries of agony and anguish.  The automacube rolled onward to close the gap between itself and the intruders.   
 
    
 
   The pair of hoodlums with the ladder reached the fence.  They dropped the ladder into place, but then rushed away, scurrying for the trees.  The automacube did not fire at the retreating hoodlums.  SB Cotard had promised Jerome to consider lethal force as a last option.  That instruction had been hard to comply with because of uncertain actions by the hoodlums.  Nonetheless, SB Cotard’s commands to S-1DT required a warning, and consideration of less-than-lethal options when available.    
 
    
 
   Approaching the ladder which was stuck up and over the fence, the automacube scanned the area for people who would perhaps try to scale the fence using the ladder.  None of the intruders were nearby, so the machine rolled forward to knock the ladder out of position.  As it approached, its scanners detected the presence of explosives.  
 
    
 
   The three right-sided drive wheels of the automacube kicked into reverse, while the three left-sided drive wheels continued forward. The machine aggressively spun around and headed away.  
 
    
 
   Kablam!  
 
    
 
   The explosives hidden in the rails and rungs of the ladder detonated.  Back in the trees, one of the hoodlums was holding the remote control in her hand.  The blast tore the fence apart and sent shards of wrought iron, steel, and other metals zipping away.  They peppered the withdrawing automacube, but did only minor damage to the machine. 
 
    
 
   The fence however was ripped apart, and a gaping, smoldering hole was left in its place.  
 
    
 
   S-1DT, spun about again, and ejected an incendiary gel.  It landed on the thicket of bushes and set them, and those hoodlums hiding behind them ablaze.  Several of the intruders screamed in horrific pain as they were burned to death.  With a slight adjustment, the next ejection of incendiary gel landed on the further away grove of trees.  Those too we set alight, and more hoodlums died.  Some by the fires, but others by their own weapons exploding from the heat.  
 
    
 
   “S-1DT,” SB Cotard relayed, “That group of intruders is no longer a threat, but a new situation has developed at the following coordinates.  Proceed there immediately and evaluate the unidentified vehicle which is approaching.  Khin and Vesna are at that location and have requested your assistance.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  Perimeter here is not secure.  Repeat.  Perimeter here is not secure.”  The red automacube, its munitions running low, proceeded toward the location SB Cotard had indicated. 
 
    
 
   “I know,” SB Cotard conveyed. “However, this new potential threat is closer to the location of the patients, residents, and children than is that breach in our fences.”
 
    
 
   The drive wheels on the automacube spun as it drove over the grounds to meet the next menace.    
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   At roughly that same time, part way across the biological habitat, a caravan of wagons hustled across the wilting and strangely silent grasslands.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow called out to his horse, Anika, “Come on girl!  I know you are doing it all alone now, but we must make good time!”  
 
    
 
   The black horse was dripping sweat as she alone pulling the troika.  The deep green colored, four-wheeled, wagon was only carrying Bigelow and Cammarry.  Its wheels were much like an automacubes, just about three times as large.   They absorbed the bumps and jolts from traveling across the land, where there was no road.  The back seats were empty, and there were only a few boxes in the rear cargo bed.  
 
    
 
   “I am pleased you decided to ride with me,” Bigelow said as he turned his head and glanced at Cammarry.  She sat in the seat next to him.   
 
    
 
   Patting the Willie Blaster, she held in her hand, Cammarry responded, “We wanted one of us in the front wagon, and one in the rear.  Our weapons are superior to anything you have, in range accuracy, and striking power.  From what Sandie reports, there are dangerous and violent criminals around.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow spat and mumbled a few obscenities.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know you remember what I did on the road when we saved those children,” Cammarry said.  “I will never forget that, but we need protection. With Jerome in the rear wagon and me in this front wagon, we can guard the caravan.”
 
    
 
   “And Monika can spend time with Jerome,” Bigelow sarcastically replied.  “The troika is not a wagon,” he concluded with a flourish of crass and vulgar words.  
 
    
 
   “I trust Jerome, and since neither of us know how to maneuver a wagon, or a troika,” Cammarry over emphasized the word ‘troika’ and then went on, “it is logical and prudent for us to serve as guardians, and let you work the horses.”
 
    
 
   “Work is the right word, all right.  Anika is working too hard,” Bigelow’s words carried compassion for the horse.  “But you need not remind me of the dangers.  One of our tobianos was shot down by some assassin off in hiding.  We never did see who did that.  And I saw the bodies of the roustabouts who were killed.  My friends, all of them.  Their ride on the carousel ended in a gruesome fashion, so I know the dangers here.”  Surprisingly, there were few profanities in his comments, just immense sorrow and grief.  He pulled the flask out and swallowed a lot of his drink.      
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked back and could see Peter on the seat of the wagon right behind them, the mechanic’s wagon.  That had most of the roustabout’s remaining tools and equipment. It was pulled by a large bay colored horse. Behind that, Siva was operating the covered wagon which also carried Jenna.  She was seated next to him.  Her color was better, but her eyes were still showing dark circles under them.  Cammarry had suggested she recline in the back of the covered wagon, but she insisted on seeing what was happening.  Siva smiled and waved as he caught Cammarry’s eye.  Both of the tobianos were pulling the covered wagon.  It was the only one to have more than one horse drawing it. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Are we making good time?” Cammarry asked as she continued to survey the caravan.  
 
    
 
   “You are on course,” Sandie replied through the com-link.  “The Special Care Unit is under nearly constant attack by small groups.  I am unsure of the lay-of-the-land between your position and that of Khin and Vesna.  Therefore, I am unable to judge if you are making good time.”
 
    
 
   “We will get to the bridge soon,” Bigelow stated.  “We will not ford the river, not with all the junk in the water now.  We are watering the horses with filtered and cleaned water.  It would not be safe for them to even walk in the river now.” 
 
    
 
   Last in the caravan line was a smaller vehicle Bigelow had called a karozzin.  Monika was driving that, which was pulled by a medium sized bay colored horse.  That wagon was not as utilitarian as was the covered wagon or the mechanics wagon.  It had spoked wheels, and a small driver’s seat.  Behind that were two, two-person seats which faced each other.  One looked forward and one looked backward.  A tent-like canopy or roof was over that.  Monika was on the driver’s seat, and Jerome was behind her, watching the rear for any possible attack.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?” Cammarry said into her com-link.  “Any signs of danger?”
 
    
 
   He immediately answered, “No.  I see no Crock tracked vehicles, or signs of gravity sink holes.  No violent people either.”  
 
    
 
   They drove onward.  The sky tube shining down over the habitat, but no birds flew by, nor did they see any living animals of any kind.  The biome was strangely quiet expect for the creaking of the wagons, and the heavy breathing of the horses.  
 
    
 
   “River up ahead,” Bigelow gestured.  “We will be meeting the road in a few moments.  The bridge is where the gap in the trees is seen.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked, and there were trees growing all along this part of the river.  The space, or gap, Bigelow spoke about did have the road leading up to it.  
 
    
 
   “That would be a place to ambush us,” Bigelow said.  “Sharpshooters could hide in the trees on either side of the roadway, and as we pass over the bridge they could gun us down.”
 
    
 
   “So you and I should hurry up and reconnoiter that bridge and make sure it is safe before the others get here,” Cammarry stated with an air of command.  “Right?”
 
    
 
   Swearing excessively and graphically, Bigelow agreed.  “Come on Anika.  We need to press on faster!”  He clicked his lips and then whistled. 
 
    
 
   The black horse responded and the troika sped ahead.  Cammarry waved to Peter behind and he nodded his understanding.  The troika bumped as it rolled up onto the roadway.  There their speed increased even more.  The road had some pock marks, and some cracked and buckled up areas, but was not in too bad of a condition.  
 
    
 
   “There is something up there in the roadway,” Bigelow observed.  “Looks like someone else was here not long ago.”
 
    
 
   The trees lining the river were still green, but they had a sickly yellowish tint to their leaves, and the foliage was less dense and lush than it had looked from a distance.  There were few places for someone to hide.  Cammarry looked all around on the other sides of the roadway, and then back to the objects on the road.  She had the Willie Blaster at the ready, and was scouring the area as she sighted down the weapon.    
 
    
 
   Several obviously dead human bodies were spread across the road.  An overturned small buggy was wrecked along the side. One of its wheels turned lazily in a slow and eerie spin.   
 
    
 
   “Notice, no dead horse or donkey,” Bigelow explained as they approached.   
 
    
 
   “So someone killed these people for the horse?”  Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “People have killed for far less than that.  Oh yes, for far less than a food horse.”  Bigelow drank some more.  
 
    
 
   The bridge was in worse condition than the road.  It had been about fifteen meters wide, which would have allowed two-way passage of wagons and such, however, the permalloy had been ripped open in irregular and jagged holes.  The ruined parts were exposed in numerous places all across the bridge.  
 
    
 
   “That really takes some kind of force!”  Bigelow shook his head.  “Like what we saw projected from your artificial intelligence.  I was hoping that was some deception or trick, but this proves something is capable of crushing permalloy.”  The profanities were nearly a constant stream among Bigelow’s running commentary.  “I think we can make it across, one vehicle at a time, but I am not sure of the understructure of the bridge.  But it must be safer than the water.”
 
    
 
   “How do we know there is not a gravity sink hole on that bridge right now?”  Cammarry asked.  “Sandie, can you see anything there?”
 
    
 
   “With the limited perspective from the com-link, I do not detect anything which would suggest a gravity sink hole is still in operation.  However, the damage we are seeing is consistent with the damage we have seen in the wake of prior gravity sink holes,” Sandie answered.  “I apologize I can offer no better answer.”
 
    
 
   “Then I will do this the manual way,” Cammarry stated.  “No sense in risking the horse.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow smiled at that and said, “Anika would not walk into one of those things, but thank you for considering my associate.”
 
    
 
   “I can also test the structural integrity and look for other problems,” Cammarry said as she walked past the dead bodies and the broken buggy.  She noted the people had been shot, but could not tell from what direction.  She tried to not remember their faces, but she failed.
 
    
 
   “I need a high-technology testing device.” She picked up a fist-sized chunk of broken permalloy.  “Yes, I found another Buddy.”
 
    
 
   Walking onto the bridge, Cammarry tossed the chunk onto a section where she guessed the wagon could cross and watched its flight.  The trajectory was normal and steady.  She walked after it, picked it up, and repeated the process.  “So far it looks safe.  Follow me.”
 
    
 
   “Make sure it is safe.”  Bigelow had Anika ever so slowly walk along drawing the troika.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked down into the water, and then regretted that she had done so.  It was like the dead fish in the stream, only much worse.  Dead fish were floating in the shallows of the river bank, but so were dead animals, some larger aquatic beasts, and a myriad of dead birds sprinkles the banks of the river.  As she looked, the smell hit her.  As she turned from the smell she noted the human bodies that were floating face-down in the river.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, how disgusting!” Cammarry exclaimed as she nearly vomited from the smells and sights.  She touched the com-link as she pulled up her RAM mask.  “Jerome!  The whole river is filled with dead things, including people.  The bridge is damaged, but we are heading across.  Tell the others to cross one wagon at a time.  I am checking it for gravity sink holes, but so far I do not see any.”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” Jerome replied. “Monika, catch up to Jenna, we need to tell…” The com-link shut down.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked back and saw that the other wagons were converging together right where they met the road.  Looking back to the dilapidated bridge, she repeated her throwing and walking.  With one throw the Buddy of permalloy rolled off the bridge and fell through a hole.  She heard it splash into the river.  
 
    
 
   “Well, at least it was not crushed.”  She found another chunk of broken bridge, this one a softer metal like steel.  She continued the testing.    
 
    
 
   “Anika!  Keep going across girl!”  Bigelow commanded and snapped the reins.  
 
    
 
   The black horse pulled the troika around the dead bodies, and then past the wrecked buggy and onto the bridge.  With some careful instruction from Bigelow, they did cross to the other side, but it was a serpentine route.  
 
    
 
   “The safe pathway is large enough for the covered wagon, and that is our biggest one,” Bigelow said.  “They should all make it.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry climbed back in and they waited in the troika as the other wagons passed across the damaged bridge.  There were no incidents, but even Bigelow had taken a handkerchief and used it as a mask over his nose and mouth to cut down on the smell. 
 
    
 
   Jenna waved her hand as her covered wagon crossed the bridge.  
 
    
 
   “Move ahead some,” Cammarry ordered.  
 
    
 
   The caravan was bunched up, but moved out along the road.  Gaining some distance away from the ruined bridge, and the horrid and foul odors of the river, they stopped the caravan.  Bigelow took a small bucket from the back of the troika and poured some filtered water into it.  He then presented it to Anika and allowed her to drink.  He soothingly spoke to her and patted her forehead as he did so.  
 
    
 
   With all the wagons gathered together, Bigelow and Monika went around and gave a filtered drink to each of the horses.  They all drank eagerly, although they still flared their nostrils often trying to clear themselves from the foul odor emanating from the dead bodies in the river.  Peter checked the harnesses, and Siva tended to Jenna.  Jenna was much stronger now.     
 
    
 
   “I will take the lead from here,” Monika said as she climbed back into the karozzin carriage.  “If Cammarry can watch what is behind us, Jerome and I will be first.  All I have to do is follow this roadway and it leads to the Special Care Unit, right?”  
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” Bigelow stated.  “Although my dear Monika, I am not sure I want to be last.”  He smiled and bowed to Monika.  “But you are certainly welcome to be first whenever you want.”  
 
    
 
   “Can all the horses detect the gravity sink holes?” Jerome asked.  “Old Bill could do that, so do all horses have that ability?” 
 
    
 
   “Well rube,” Bigelow said in a different tone of voice, “we have not tested all horses.  How do you suppose we do that?  Line them all up and then summon down one of those strange gravity pits?  Then compare each horse’s reaction?”
 
    
 
   “So, Bigelow, you just do not know,” Jerome said angrily.  “Your horse might be able to detect them and avoid danger, but this horse might not.  Is that what you are trying to say?”
 
    
 
   Before Bigelow could give a snappy and profane retort, Monika interrupted.  “Jerome, we have not experienced any of those gravity sink hole situations up close.  I suspect horses are sensitive to them, but we have not tested it.  Old Bill is an exceptional animal, so he may be unique in that ability.”
 
    
 
   “See, that is a straight and clear answer,” Jerome said and nodded to Monika.  
 
    
 
   “If you do not like the way I speak, do not ask me any more of your ludicrous questions!” Bigelow retorted.  “Idiot rube asked stupid questions, then gets made when he does not hear what he wants.”  Much obscenity accompanied Bigelow’s reply.  “How Monika tolerate him; I will never know.”  
 
    
 
   “Gentlemen!”  Jenna called out from where she sat on her wagon.  “There is enough rotten stink here without you two adding vile verbal content to it.  You will both behave and remember we are on a mission to rescue children and elderly people.  There is no room for personal quarrels and rotten attitudes.  Do I make myself clear?”
 
    
 
   “Perfectly,” Jerome answered as he snapped his mouth shut.  Monika squeezed his thigh in support.  He considered explaining how important avoiding the gravity sink holes was, but held his tongue.  He understood that everyone knew the risks, especially after seeing the automacube get destroyed, and crossing the torn up bridge.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jenna, I understand, and I offer my apologies that I let the rube irritate me.  Please Monika, if your hands are not too busy, lead us onward!”  Bigelow said with a flourish and a mock bow.  “The Special Care Unit is downstream not far from here.  A few bends in the road, and we should be able to see it on the hill.  It is right along the river.”
 
    
 
   The caravan proceeded away, rearranging the order of the wagons a bit with Monika’s in the lead, and Bigelow’s bringing up the rear.  Cammarry slipped off the front bench seat, and took up a spot on the second row seat of the troika so she could observe behind them.  She disliked the obvious tension between Bigelow and Jerome, but she sensed the was more behind that, and wondered what the true story was.    
 
    
 
   The caravan made good time on the roadway, and found there were less ruined parts in the road as they moved further away from the bridge.  Unnatural silence still accompanied them as they continued to see no living animals, and to hear no bird or animal sounds.
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Look at that!”  Monika said and snapped her fingers as she pointed.  Her other hand held the reins for the horse.    
 
    
 
   “A single man standing at the side of the road,” Jerome responded as he looked over her shoulder from the rear seats of the karozzin.  Monika had offered to share the driver’s seat, but Jerome thought that was too cozy of contact, and he could see nearly as well from the rear.  He aimed the Willie Blaster at the man.  
 
    
 
   “Hail wagon train!” the man called in a loud voice.  “I am seeking assistance and help.”
 
    
 
   From his voice, Monika could not tell his age.  He did not seem old, but he also did not sound like a teen.  She pulled the karozzin to a halt.  She called out to him, “How can we assist you?”
 
    
 
   “I am seeking a ride to the Special Care Unit.  I am in need of medical care,” the man answered.  He held up a crudely bandaged arm.  There was a long red streak on it.  “Anything you can do to help me?  I have been walking for ever so long.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped down from the karozzin carriage.  He kept the Willie Blaster aimed at the man.  “I can render medical aid right here.”  Jerome looked back and saw that the rest of the caravan had stopped, keeping some distance between the wagons.  With his free hand he tapped the com-link and spoke very quietly.  “Cammarry, watch out for some kind of trap.  There is a man up here who looks injured and is asking for help.  I will use my medical kit on him. No, wait.  I have a strange feeling about him.  Instead, I will just throw him a trauma gel pack.  I am not sure I want to get too close.”
 
    
 
   “The trauma gel pack is slower, but will do a lot of healing,” Cammarry responded.  “I doubt this is an ambush.  Back at the bridge was more likely.  The riverbank had some trees for cover, but here there are few places for people to be hiding.  Unless they are down in the grasses.  I will keep my eyes open for any movement.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled one of the blue trauma gel packs out from the holder on the side of the medical kit.  He remembered what the medical staff in Dome 17 had said about the gel packs and how they could treat many injuries and illnesses, but were not as effective as the full treatment offered by the medical kit.  With the Willie Blaster still in hand he slowly walked toward the man.  “I have some medicine which will help you.”
 
    
 
   “That is great.”  The man started to walk toward Jerome.  He was dressed in a torn shirt of woven blue fabric and dark pants.  The bandage on his arm had been some kind of clothing before it was wrapped around his injuries.  His scruffy beard was as unkempt as the hair on his head.  
 
    
 
   “Stay where you are!” Jerome commanded.  “I will toss the medicine to you.  All you need to do is ingest it.  It will work on whatever injuries or illnesses you have.”
 
    
 
   “Right, some magic cure-all!”  The man scoffed as he stopped.  “You would not try to poison me, would you?”
 
    
 
   “Of course not!”  Jerome snapped back.  
 
    
 
   “Do not get mad at me.  You are the one pointing some wicked looking weapon at me.  If it is not poison, then bring it closer to me,” the man said.  “Or take some of it yourself.”
 
    
 
   Jerome placed the gel pack in his palm, where he was holding the Willie Blaster, but kept the weapon aimed at the man.  He unsealed the top of the packet.  Squeezing out a small amount onto his finger, Jerome put it into his own mouth.  “There, that proves my intent.  I am not trying to poison you.”
 
    
 
   “So then just bring it over here,” the man insisted.  
 
    
 
   Jerome resealed the top of the trauma gel pack, and then tossed it across the way.  It landed near to the man.  Jerome noted the trajectory of the flight.  No gravity sink holes, he thought, but then realized the man would have been crushed had there been one.  Jerome’s mind raced trying to cope with the dangers, real, potential, and projected.  He kept visualizing the Crock vehicles somehow setting up gravity sink holes, be he also recalled the cruel and vicious people he had encountered in the tunnel.  “Use it or not.  The choice is yours, but I am not getting any closer to you.  I have given you safe medicine.  Do what you think is best.”
 
    
 
   The man reached down and picked up the blue gel pack.  He had a little difficulty with his arm in bandages, but using his other hand he lifted it up to his mouth.  With his teeth he tore open the top.  He squeezed all the gel into his mouth and swallowed. “Not much taste, or smell.  Why did you help me?”
 
    
 
   “It is the right thing to do,” Jerome answered.  “Those who know the right thing to do and fail to do it are antisocial, they commit sin.”
 
    
 
   “Sin?  I have not heard that word for a long time.  Sin?”  The man then just stared at Jerome for a moment.  It was an awkward moment. “My arm does feel better.  It was not poison.”
 
    
 
   Jerome backed up, not taking his aim off the man.  When he got to where Monika was in the karozzin carriage he climbed up into the space between the rear seats.  “Go ahead,” he said quietly to Monika.  She snapped the reins and the horse pulled the karozzin along, keeping a wide distance away from the man.  Jerome kept the weapon aimed at him as they rolled away.  Tapping the com-link he said, “Cammarry, the man is on the side of the road.  I gave him a trauma gel pack which he used.  He seems harmless.”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” Cammarry answered.  “I can see him now, and have my weapon aimed at him.”
 
    
 
   Monika slowly directed the horse forward while Peter, came along in the mechanic’s wagon, followed by Siva and Jenna in the covered wagon.  As Jenna’s vehicle rolled by she tossed a bottle of filtered water to the injured man. The reinforced container bounced a bit, then rolled to a stop near the man. “Here is some safe water.  Do not drink directly from the streams or the river.  To refill it, put the water into the top and let it drip down into the bottom.  That container will strain and filter the water, but you must use it before drinking.”
 
    
 
   The man just stared at her.  After the covered wagon passed, he walked over and picked up the bottle.  He looked at it, then set it down on the road carefully.  “Bless you!”  He called after Jenna.   
 
    
 
   Lastly, Bigelow drove Anika up toward the man.  Cammarry was sitting in the front seat, Willie Blaster in hand, but more relaxed now.  As the troika rolled closer, the man rubbed his bandaged arm.  His eyes met Cammarry’s and he said, “You are good people.  I did not think I would meet good people on this road.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we are good people.”  Cammarry relaxed a bit more, and the Willie Blaster’s muzzle pointed down toward the road.  
 
    
 
   That was all the man needed.  His uninjured arm moved too fast to see.  He flung something right at Cammarry.  “I feel so good now, I can seek some fun again!”  He grabbed something else out of the bandages on his arm, and cocked his arm back for another throw.  
 
    
 
   Thunk!  
 
    
 
   A six-bladed, bright silver, throwing star sank right into the seat between Cammarry’s legs, barely missing her.  Its razor sharp edges plunging deep into the wood.  
 
    
 
   “Go Anika!” Bigelow slapped the reins. The troika jerked as the horse reared up and galloped forward.   
 
    
 
   “I hate good people!” the man screamed and ran toward the troika.  He threw another star just as Cammarry fired the Willie Blaster.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  Cammarry’s shot went into the pavement just beneath the attacking man.  The high-speed projectile dug a deep line in the pavement, but the man was unaffected.  Again he threw something. 
 
    
 
   The throwing star buzzed close by Bigelow’s head in a zipping arc of flight.  It sank into the tongue near to the horse’s hind legs.  It had only just missed both driver and horse.   The next one plunked into the back of the bench seat, its blades barely missing Cammarry’s arm holding the Willie Blaster.
 
    
 
   Piff.
 
    
 
   The man’s right knee was obliterated by Cammarry’s second shot.  He tumbled to the ground.  
 
    
 
   “Urrgggah!”  He rolled around in severe pain.  “I will kill you all!  None will escape the wrath of The Ferryman!  All you good people will be killed.  I want to see you depart from this world.”  He cried out in anguish as he tried to stand and found he had no right leg any longer.  Flopping around on the pavement he hollered, “None of you will ever escape us!  We are everywhere and our fun is just beginning!  We will cleanse the world of good!  You are doomed!”  He wailed out again, as blood was pouring from his stump. “You are killjoys like those people defending the Special Care Unit!  Why do you stop my fun!”
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s next shots struck home.  The man never spoke again.  She tapped the com-link, “That man attacked us!  Even after you helped him!”
 
    
 
   “Are you hurt?”  Jerome responded through the com-link.
 
    
 
   “No, his attack missed Bigelow, me, and the horse.  He used some ancient kind of throwing star blade things.  Why would he try to kill us?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “Hey rube?  This lady killed him dead, she did.  Dead,” Bigelow took a drink from his flask and wiped his lips with the back of his hand.   
 
    
 
   Jerome replied, “He used a shuriken?  Evil, just evil.  I do not know much about animals, but I remember someone writing, if you pick up a starving dog, feed him, and treat him well, he will probably not bite you. That is the principal difference between a dog and a human.”  Jerome was quiet for a moment.  “You sure you are not hurt?”
 
    
 
   “I am sure.  Just get us quickly to the Special Care Unit!”  Cammarry looked at Bigelow.  He just gave her a sideways grin.  
 
    
 
   Back in the lead of the caravan, Jerome spoke to Monika.  “I think we better hurry.”
 
    
 
   “I heard.  If I push the horse too fast, he may miss perceiving one of those gravity sink holes, but we will make haste,” Monika replied.  She gave Jerome a pleasing smile, and urged the horse onward.   
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Jerome spoke harshly.  “Have you figured an accurate way to detect those gravity sink holes?  With all the scout ship and Dome 17 technology we have, why are we dependent on animals?”  
 
    
 
   The AI Sandie replied, “I am sorry, but no.  We know there are visual clues like moving dust, lack of particulates, and alteration in flight vectors for objects which are thrown or flying, but beyond that I have not been able to establish a better method of detection.  I am not sure how some animals are doing that.  There has been a long history of animals having perception which is beyond…”
 
   
“No history lessons!  I want a way to know where those things are before we tumble into one!”  Jerome yelled.  His outburst was so forceful that Monika jumped a bit and looked at him.  
 
    
 
   “I understand the dangers, the frustration, and the need,” Sandie replied.  “I will continue to research this problem.”
 
    
 
   “There is something up ahead!”  Monika called out.  “Just beyond that bend in the road.  I think it was one of those Crock vehicles you spoke about and we saw in the recording from the automacube that was crushed.”
 
    
 
   Jerome strained his eyes, but he did not see anything.  When they reached the spot, there was a ravine which ran perpendicular to the road.  There he saw the characteristic double-dual tracks left behind by a Crock vehicle, but the vehicle itself was unseen.  
 
    
 
   “It must have headed up that ravine, and is behind those trees!”  Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “And that jumble up there once was the Special Care Unit,” Monika said and gestured toward the building complex on the hill.  Even from the distance, it was obvious the facility was extremely damaged.  Gaping holes were in parts of the roof.  Walls had collapsed.  And there were bodies strewn all around the fence line.   At one section, the fence was missing where an explosion had taken place, leaving behind a burned area. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie,” Jerome commanded.  “Link me to Khin.”
 
    
 
   “Presently, he does not have the com-link activated,” Sandie answered.  “Neither does Vesna.  I believe they do not understand its full operation.  They have been turning it on and off when they seek to use it.  However, I am in contact with SB Cotard.  I will have SB Cotard relay a message to Khin.  The survivors of the Special Care Unit are on the far side of the complex, under a pavilion.  The automacube S-1DT is currently engaging some hoodlums on that side’s fence.”
 
    
 
   The roadway took them back close to the river, and here there were not the collection of dead bodies that had been caught under the bridge.  However, the wrecked durham boat, and the crashed airboat were there.  Jerome also recognized the bodies of Lloyd and Erma.  
 
    
 
   “Monika, stop!”  Jerome said while he jumped off the karozzin carriage.  As he hit the pavement he called back.  “No, just get to Khin and the others.  I have a debt to repay.”
 
    
 
   “Do not get yourself hurt!” Monika called to him.  The caravan passed by and when the troika came along, Cammarry jumped out.  She told Bigelow, “Make sure all the wagons get safely up to where the people are.  We will be along.”
 
    
 
   “You two are the strangest people I have ever met,” Bigelow said, “Totally unusual, that is for sure.”  His comments were spiced with a plethora of profanities and anatomical absurdities.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry sprinted over to where Jerome was kneeling by Lloyd and Erma. The two elderly people were leaning against each other, still upright, facing off toward the river. 
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Are these the people who loaned you the boat?  The Miss Kay? So you could come rescue me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Jerome answered.  He reached out and put a hand on Lloyd’s shoulder. He patted it. “I am sorry I did not return your boat.  But you made it possible for me to save Cammarry.  Thank you.  I will work hard to make sure the journey is a success.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, the man was shot in the back, but I see no injuries to the woman,” Cammarry observed.  “They have both obviously died, and they passed away together, holding each other.”
 
    
 
   “They were the good people of the Conestoga,” Jerome said.  He wiped some tears from his eyes.  “We better run along and help evacuate the other good people from the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry hugged Jerome.  She said to him, “If you had not come for me here, I would have died.”
 
    
 
   Jerome held her close.  He looked up at the building complex.  “It hardly looks the same.  So much devastation and destruction.  We must get those people to safety.”
 
    
 
   Running together, they sprinted along through the open gate.  Jerome remembered rebuilding the latch to give them some security after he had ruined it.  He felt guilty about not being able to prevent the gravity sink holes which had obviously wreaked havoc on the complex.  
 
    
 
   As she ran, Cammarry was anxious about again encountering the synthetic brain Cotard.  Her heart beat faster, as she thought of all she had endured under its forced so-called medical care.
 
    
 
   The caravan was just passing over the hilltop and around the side of the complex.   Looking over the grounds, nearly every tree, in every grove or thicket was burned or had been blasted into splinters.  There were bodies near to many of those places.  Hoof prints crisscrossed the grounds in too many places to count.  
 
    
 
   “They have seen much here,” Cammarry said as they gained the rise and stood before what had been the front doors to the Special Care Unit.  Now it was a doorway, but the doors were gone, smashed and crumpled at the side, while the exterior of the building had streaks from where parts had been ripped downward.    
 
    
 
   “Wizards!”  Khin yelled at the top of his lungs.  He slid off the horse he was riding and rushed over to Jerome and Cammarry.  He laughed and hugged them, and then laughed some more.  “You are here!  When these carts and horses came, and you were not here, I was worried.  But these nice people told me you were down by the river.  Do not drink that water!”
 
    
 
   “Thanks!  It is good to see you again,” Cammarry said returning the hug.  “Khin, let me tell you something about the com-links.  You can leave it turned on all the time.  It is voice activated.  Or if you tap it, Sandie gets a special signal and will know you think it is especially important.  Sandie will evaluate where you want the message, or you can just speak into it.”
 
    
 
   “I will leave it on now.  Vesna and I did not want the power levels to go down, or wear out. We do not have the energy boxes like you have,” Khin replied.  “But it matters not now!  We are already packing up the people to leave.”
 
    
 
   Khin gestured down toward the pavilion.  The roustabouts were busy with the remainder of Vesna’s people.  
 
    
 
   “That is all that is left?”  Cammarry said in alarm.  She was remembering all the patients who had been residents when she was held captive at the Special Care Unit.  “Those few, out of all the patients and residents?”  
 
    
 
   “That is all,” Khin said.  “The bad monster people have killed so many.  They have even been killing the food!  All the pigs are dead.  All the goats!  The monster people kill and do not even want to eat!  They killed all the goats!  The little chickens ran away.  They have no normal chickens here, but they still taste good.” Khin was trying to hold back his rage, tears, and horror.  “But the people were the main ones those monsters killed.  They shot them!  They crawl in the darkness and then blow themselves up!  Just to kill other people.  They even would sneak inside and cut the throats of the old people while they slept.  That was before the crushers stuck.  Many died when the walls fell.”  He looked at the building and then back to Jerome and Cammarry.  “We need to go back home.  The light here is too bright, and the monsters are too many.  Sandie says we can bring all the animals that still live, along with the people.  Vesna’s people have suffered greatly.  We all have.  I am not sure what my mother would say about any of this.  Can we just go home now?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Khin, we will take everything we can,” Jerome said.  “How many vehicles are here?”
 
    
 
   “We have some wheelchairs, and a few cubies, but no carts or wagons.  Just the two horses, Old Bill and Poco,” Khin replied.  He forced a laugh but it was mirthless.  “We have two dogs that have been keeping the flock of sheep alive, but all the goats were killed.  They killed the goats.” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome looked down at what was happening. The pavilion area offered some shelter and cover as a small berm of ground surrounded it.  A couple of Vesna’s people were standing guard, watching over the berm and down toward the fence at the base of the hill. 
 
    
 
   Jenna, Bigelow, Monika, Siva, and Peter were hugging and holding onto the two girl, Dewi and Nabila.  Even though they were too far away to hear the conversations, the animated way they moved and the repeated hugging and embracing showed how great a reunion it was.  
 
    
 
   “I wonder what their story is,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   “Ugly, terrible, and probably more graphic than any child that age should have experienced,” Jerome said.  Then he shook his head and smiled.  “Sorry, I do not want to sound melancholy.  I am thrilled they are safe, but all those children were traumatized.  It is up to us to get them to safety.”  
 
    
 
   After a brief while, the celebration ended, and Jenna started directing people to various tasks.  Her natural leadership was accepted by the residents and by Vesna’s people, because Jenna led by inspiration and respect.  
 
    
 
   The horses were unhitched, and were tied to a safe place under the pavilion where Bigelow began tending to them.
 
    
 
   All the wagons were being modified.  Peter began removing all the tools and mechanical items from the mechanic’s wagon.  He then used a vibration saw and cut the top off to make it an open vehicle.  Siva was taking the former top, and welding it into place on the sides to give protection to the people who would ride inside it.  Some of Vesna’s people were assisting in that effort.  They were working just as if they had been roustabouts themselves.  Measurements were being taken of the wheelchairs, and medical devices which the elderly people used so they could find places to carry them along in the wagons of the caravan.
 
    
 
   Monika had removed the horse’s harnesses was laying it out for inspection.  She began reworking it to ensure it was intact for when they hitched up the horses again.         
 
    
 
   Jenna herself was busy directing the loading up of the covered wagon.  Dewi and Nabila assisted her as the covered wagon was converted to be the hauler for the children.  Measurements were taken, and seating was arranged.  A silver automacube was carrying books, blankets, and pillows from the ruins of the Special Care Unit and those were being used to make seats for the children.  It would be tight, but they could all fit.
 
    
 
   Vesna and two of her people rolled the troika and karozzin carriage to the side and then propped their wheels up on jacks. Repairs to the tires and wheels were made.  She caught them looking at her and she waved at Khin.  Her happy smile beamed up.
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI spoke, “I have integrated the various synthetic brains into our com-link system.  Beta’s public address system has now completely failed, and with the fragility of the habitat, I feel it is essential we know all that is happening as quickly as possible.”
 
    
 
   “You are screening and monitoring it all, right?” Cammarry asked.  “You are still in control?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, of course, the synthetic brains give me input, and I chose what to do with it,” Sandie answered.  “I also have set up barriers so that our conversations are private.  Unless you want them to be passed to the Conestoga’s systems, they will remain confidential.”
 
    
 
   Jerome spoke, “I know this is a major crisis, just make sure you are keeping everything sorted out.”
 
    
 
   “That is not a problem,” Sandie replied.  “I have been refining the communication couplings, and with the needle ship’s improved systems, I conjecture only a small potential for a lost signal.” 
 
    
 
   Gunfire erupted from some distant place on the grounds.  “There is another incursion,” SB Cotard stated over the scratchy Special Care Unit’s loudspeaker.  “The security automacube is addressing the threat.  Its ammunition supply is running low.”
 
    
 
   “I am back Cotard,” Cammarry said through clenched teeth.  “We will be taking these people away to safety.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I understand that is the plan,” SB Cotard replied, the mechanical voice breaking up a bit and echoing off the ruins of the building.  “I support the evacuation.  I can offer no safe alternative.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry considered some kind of angry retort, but stopped herself.  
 
    
 
   Jerome spoke with some trepidation.  He looked at Cammarry, but then said, “Sandie?  For essential messages, like what Cotard stated, will you directly connect them into the com-links?”
 
    
 
   “Not Cotard!” Cammarry said and whirled about.  
 
    
 
   “We need information fast, and that gunfire nearly drowned out a warning about attackers,” Jerome stated bluntly.  “I do not like it either, Cotard tried to kill me, but we need all the reconnaissance we can gather as quickly as possible.  We also need to prevent the enemy from hearing our plans.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, do it.  But make sure you screen it all and keep our private comments, private!”  Cammarry understood the need, but hated the idea.  
 
    
 
   “There is another of the unidentified vehicles approaching,” SB Cotard stated.  This time the message came through the com-link and was crystal clear.  
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “That spirit-ghost, Cotard, has pointed out one of those machines which are much bigger than cubies,” Khin pointed.  “They have tracks and are brown, green, and gray colors.  Big, loud, and strange.  Vesna does not know of them either.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked but knew his eyes sight was not as keen as Khin’s even in the habitat light.  He then sprinted to the pavilion and threw himself onto the berm.  He lay flat, looking down toward the fence.  Cammarry and Khin followed.  
 
    
 
   “There it is!”  Jerome said as he spotted a Crock vehicle in the distance.  It was well beyond the fence, and was churning up the dirt with its double-dual treads.  Jerome pulled out the Willie Blaster and took aim.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came very loud from the com-link.  “Jerome wait!”
 
    
 
   Jerome hesitated.  “I finally get a chance to strike back.  Sandie what is it?”
 
    
 
   “The side effects from penetrating the Crock vehicle with your weapon may cause grievous danger to the people here,” Sandie replied.
 
    
 
   “Those Crocks are the danger!”  Jerome took aim, but held back from firing.  “Explain what you mean.”
 
    
 
   “If the Crock vehicle contains the Zalian atmosphere, and if that is released here in the habitat, I conjecture it will create a lethal fog, or mist.”  Sandie’s artificial voice was adamant.  “The currents in the air are such that the fog will likely float upward right toward where the people are gathered.  I conjecture a significant loss of life in that event: both people, and animals.  The first casualties would be the farm animals which are in the corral.  I strongly advice not using Willie’s weapon against the Crock vehicle in this situation.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled up his weapon.  He hesitated a bit more, and then put it back into his holster.
 
    
 
   SB Cotard added, “I concur with the artificial intelligence Sandie.  I have been observing these unidentified vehicles, which you call Crocks, and they have made no aggressive moves toward the Special Care Unit.”
 
    
 
   “I doubt your judgment,” Cammarry said, “but I trust Sandie.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded, but glared down at the Crock vehicle.  “What if it sets up a gravity sink hole?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “We have no way to counteract a gravity sink hole, if one should appear.  My best conjecture is for a quick evacuation.”  
 
    
 
   “Wizard Jerome and Wizard Cammarry,” Khin said.  “I know how to help!  Let us go and get the food animals and bring them here.  We will find a way to pack them into the wagons, tie them with ropes to be led along, or let the two dogs herd them.”
 
    
 
   “No.  I am getting a closer look at that Crock vehicle,” Jerome said.  “Cammarry, I need your help.”
 
    
 
   “We are in this together,” Cammarry replied with a stern grin.  “From the sling bay launch, through the Cosmic Crinkle, to confronting these Crocks.  We do it as a team.”  She looked over at Khin.  “This is for us wizards only.  Your idea is good about the animals.  Go and save them.  We will be back soon.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed a bit and took up the reins for Poco.  “Fare you well on your quest.”  He leaped onto Poco and trotted away toward the paddocks and corral.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry sprinted downhill toward where the Crock vehicle was heading.  They passed numerous dead hoodlums, as well as several charred places where explosions and fires had happened.  The gunfire from S-1DT continued, but sounded a bit further away.  
 
    
 
   “That Crock machine is moving slow enough we can overtake it,” Cammarry said.  “But what then?”
 
    
 
   “We try to get some answers,” Jerome replied.  “Sandie, let us know when the caravan is ready to leave, and if possible get that automacube over here to cover us.”
 
    
 
   SB Cotard replied, “The security automacube is engaged with armed hoodlums.  It is taking direct fire.  The unidentified vehicle…”
 
    
 
   “It is a Crock vehicle!  Call it by the right name!”  Jerome’s anger raged.  
 
    
 
   “The Crock vehicle, and the others I have observed like it, have showed no direct threat to the people here,” SB Cotard replied. “The security automacube will not be redeployed away from a real threat to only a potential threat.”
 
    
 
   “We are on our own,” Jerome said and took Cammarry’s hand.  
 
    
 
   She returned the squeeze and they ran along.  Reaching the fence, they saw that the Crock vehicle was still heading toward them.  Jerome dropped to his knees, and pulled off his backpack.  “I will cut through the bottom half of these two bars.  We squeeze through and get close to that Crock machine.”  He already had the molecular saw out.
 
    
 
   “Agreed.  The fence will not matter much longer anyway, since we are all leaving,” Cammarry responded. “That vehicle will not be able to pass through that gap, and if some hoodlums do, well, I hope we are gone long before that happens.”  She looked all around.  “I only see the Crock vehicle anyway.”
 
    
 
   The lower half of the two vertical bars dropped out of the fence.  Jerome put the molecular saw away and crawled through.  “That Crock vehicle may have been killing the hoodlums as well as setting gravity sink holes, or the hoodlums know to keep away from it.”  
 
    
 
   “Do the Crocks see that the hoodlums are killing our people?”  Cammarry pondered as she crawled through opening in the fence.
 
    
 
   “Good question,” Jerome replied.  “How would an alien intelligence think of us?  I am not sure what I think of the social situation here.  Those people killing these other people, all while the Crocks seem intent on destroying the habitat.  No matter.  Keep a watch for gravity sink holes.”
 
    
 
   They sprinted toward a burned out grove of trees.  Several charred cadavers were among the burned trees.  Waiting there, despite the stench of charred flesh, they saw the Crock vehicle still heading in the same general direction it had been going.  
 
    
 
   “If we get close enough, I will blast the tracks off that machine,” Jerome said.  “That way they keep the Zalian toxic atmosphere inside, but the vehicle is disabled.  Leave them trapped here.  Maybe good air is poison to them?  Slow down their assault, and prevent them from following us.”
 
    
 
   “That will take a very precise shot,” Cammarry said, “But it is a great idea.  Sandie?  Will that work?”
 
    
 
   The AI replied, “The theory is sound, however, I have not examined the tread and track mechanism up close to ensure it will not cause a leak from the vehicle’s interior atmospheric when damaged.  I can tell you more as you approach.  I caution you, the caravan is nearly ready to leave, and there are too many unknowns about the Crock vehicle to make an accurate conjecture.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry both took out the Willie Blasters and raced as fast as they could run toward the Crock vehicle.  It did not seem to take notice of their approach.  
 
    
 
   The Crock vehicle was very loud.  A deep, dull, metallic engine-type of roaring sound.  Its sides looked riveted together, with some kind of thick gasket material between the plates.  The double-dual treaded system, one set on each side of the vehicle, did pass up and around the outside of the vehicle.  Those tracks were clanking and clanging as they bit into the ground, propelling the machine along.  No place in the tread’s loop did it enter the vehicle, the entire wheel, track, and sprocket system was on the outside of the vehicle.  On the top of the machine was a three bladed fan, set horizontally.  The blades of the fan warped out into cup shapes.  That fan was spinning at a slow rate.  
 
    
 
   A surging roar came from the machine, and the foul stench of ammonia and chlorine struck Jerome and Cammarry.  They quickly pulled up the RAM masks and purged their faces of the odor.  
 
    
 
   “Those pipes running along the top might hold who knows what kinds of gasses,” Jerome said.  “That spinning fan might be a scanner, or some kind of device to set the gravity sink holes, but I am not sure.”  
 
    
 
   “I see nothing which is obviously a weapon,” Cammarry said.  “Nothing that looks like gravity manipulation technology either.  Looks more like ancient pre-Great Event technology.  That thing is steel, not permalloy.”
 
    
 
   “The treads are vulnerable,” Jerome said.  He was now running alongside of the machine.  “They do not look like they go inside the vehicle at all.  Like shooting a wheel off of Bigelow’s troika.  Just shoot off the treads on both sides, and this thing will go nowhere else.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Do you agree?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I see a very limited risk of exposing the interior gasses to the habitat by disabling the tread system,” Sandie answered.  “Please note, the Crocks have taken no hostile action against you, for the entire time you have been approaching, and now you are right near them.”
 
    
 
   “They have no business inside this habitat!”  Jerome answered and fired the Willie Blaster.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.
 
    
 
   Sprang!  
 
    
 
   “Look out!” Cammarry screamed. 
 
    
 
   Jerome leaped away as the double-dual tread snapped and metal sections went flying off.  None of them hit him, or Cammarry.  Part of a front sprocket wheel crunched as the broken treads piled up.  The treads slipped off the sprocket and then it jammed to a halt.  The vehicle lurched violently in a spin as the treads on the other side kept turning.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry blasted the rear section of the opposite side’s double-dual treads.  She was expecting a similar sprang of broken treads, but while the tracks did snap, the sprocket quickly quit turning before there was a congestion of broken tread parts.  
 
    
 
   “You are not going anywhere!”  Jerome cried in triumph. He raised his hands over his head and danced a bit.  “This Crock is stopped!”
 
    
 
   There was a significant change in the sounds from the machine.  It was much softer and just a low hum.  The fan on the top of the machine spun faster.  Several thin rods telescoped upward, but did not point at Jerome or Cammarry.  Then a metal arm unfolded from the front, between where the treads had turned.  That arm had several ball joints and waved around a bit.
 
    
 
   Both Cammarry and Jerome had their weapons pointed at the arm. 
 
    
 
   “Danger!  Firing at that angle will almost certainly cause penetration of the vehicle!  The gas release from inside will kill you both!”  Sandie urgently and loudly said.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry lifted the aim of her weapon, but Jerome did not.  
 
    
 
   The mechanical arm, about ten centimeters wide, scratched down into the dirt with a pointy end.  It moved quickly and scrapped out some letters.  
 
    
 
   ‘YOU LEAVE NOW’
 
    
 
   The arm tapped the ground over and over and over, right next to the message.  
 
    
 
   “You stop the gravity sink holes!” Jerome yelled.  “Stop destroying the Conestoga!”
 
    
 
   “The caravan is ready to depart,” Sandie stated.  “Jenna is urging that they leave now.  Khin and Vesna are insisting they wait for you.  The automacube S-1DT is nearly out of munitions, but there are no hoodlums attacking at this time.”
 
    
 
   “We are coming right back,” Cammarry said.  She grabbed Jerome’s arm.  “We stopped it.  It cannot follow us, but we need to go.  Jerome, we are leaving!”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked right up to the mechanical arm and aimed the Willie Blaster right at the center of the vehicle.  “I will find a way to stop you!”  
 
    
 
   The mechanical arm pulled back, tapped the message twice and then plunged itself straight down into the ground with a hard thud.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was unsure what to make of the response he got.  
 
    
 
   They both turned and ran away from the disabled Crock vehicle and back toward the ruins of the Special Care Unit.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   17 Evacuation
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Eris’ mind was racing as she flew the shuttle through the dark of Zalia’s nighttime.  She felt like a failure for not being able to even get into Gamma, except for the hanger bay.  Yet she also felt some small measure of success as the large teleportation sending pad was stowed in the cargo bay.  She also felt a mixture of anger and confusion at how the synthetic brains of Gamma had refused to recognize her authority.  She truly had hoped to work with a functional lattice of compeers and gain some answers to her many questions.  
 
    
 
   Most of the flight she pondered all she had seen so far, and the picture was not pretty.  In some ways it was as bleak as the darkness out of the shuttle’s viewports. 
 
    
 
   “You are approaching Habitat Beta,” SB Pinaka stated.  “Sandie informs me that Dardanella 135 is repaired and ready for your docking.”
 
    
 
   The lights on the exterior of Beta looked odd and muted in the Zalian night.  Eris could see the uneven distribution of the power, and knew the habitat was in danger.  The power grid looked far more broken than when she had left.  
 
    
 
   “What is the status of the people?” Eris asked.  “How many are waiting in the hanger bay area?  Have some already teleported up to the needle ship via that small teleporter?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI answered this question.  “There is no one in the area of the hanger bay where you will be docking.  A caravan of refugees and animals is heading there as we speak.  That consists of thirty-nine people, six horses, one bovine, nine sheep, two dogs, and one cat.  There are also one hybrid automacube, two medical automacubes, two gastronomic automacubes, and one animal husbandry automacube in the party.”
 
    
 
   “How many other caravans are on the way?” Eris asked.  “Have most already evacuated via the small teleporter?  I thought you said that was inadequate for our needs.”
 
    
 
   “There have been no people yet teleported to the needle ship,” Sandie replied.  “I have no knowledge of any other refugees heading toward Dardanella 135.”
 
    
 
   “Less than forty people?  For all of Beta?” Eris said.  “There should have been something like five thousand habitat dwellers, and twenty thousand people in suspended animation in Beta.  Only forty survivors?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am sorry to report that is what we know,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “What do the Beta synthetic brains say about this?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “SB Cotard at the Special Care Unit has greatly assisted in arranging for the evacuation.  SB Cotard reports many deaths of patients, residents, and people who were violently attacking that facility,” Sandie said.  “SB Amelia Earhart does not respond to repeated attempts at contact.”
 
    
 
   “SB Amelia Earhart has gone insane, rampant, out of sequence,” Eris said, mostly to herself.  “That SB Cotard is still logical and functional?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, although SB Cotard is now alone at the remains of the Special Care Unit, and I have just limited links with that system.  Severe damage has taken place at that location.  I conjecture that even worse damage has happened at the bow end of Beta.  Air samples taken by SB Cotard show many toxins, most related to out of control fires, now circulating in the biome.  The atmosphere scrubbers and filtration systems are failing.  In large part that is due to the dying of foliage, but also the structural systems are rapidly deteriorating.”
 
    
 
   “How long for me to set up the teleporter?” Eris asked.  An idea was percolating in her brain.  
 
    
 
   “The design is not difficult, especially in light of your engineering training,” Sandie replied.  “Tapping into the main power of Habitat Beta will be the trickiest part.  The alcove where the small teleporter is located has good functional power sources, but you will need to bypass those power relays which run to the spacesuit recharging stations, and then connect in a high demand capable cable to reach the hanger bay stall where the sending pad will fit.  I am not sure what specifically that will require, but I have conjecture a two-hour window for that. The setup of the sending pad will take another hour and a half. I conjecture that the integral component in the small teleporter console will take you fifteen minutes to remove after the power source is established, and five minutes to install in the new sending unit.  Finally testing and refinement should be no longer than an hour.  I conjecture, using a safe margin for unexpected complications, that you should be able to have the teleportation sending unit ready to operate six hours after docking.” 
 
    
 
   “And how long before that caravan of people arrives at the teleporter?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Their pace is variable, depending on the condition of the roadway, the stress on the draft horses, the inconsistent nature of the sheep who are being herded by the border collie canines, and the need to stop for the people to expel bodily wastes,” Sandie replied.  “There is also a chance of encountering additional violent people, or gravity sink holes, but they have not encountered either of those threats since leaving the Special Care Unit.  To answer your question, I do not expect them to arrive sooner than you will have the teleporter ready for operation, and likely no longer than two hours afterward.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle, NS-99, with Eris at the controls, and the teleportation sending pad in the cargo hold, approached Dardanella 135.  “Sandie, I am ready to dock.  Please cycle the hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   The lights around the large exterior doors flashed.  The Earth-normal atmosphere of the hanger bay was sucked into the corridors around it, and Sandie ran an additional check through the nonphysicality and by scanning the physical environment to make sure nothing would again react to the gasses of Zalia when they entered the hanger bay.  All systems checked out, and Dardanella 135 was flooded with the native atmosphere of Zalia.  
 
    
 
   Eris docked the shuttle, and waited for the re-pressurizing of the hanger bay.  Her plan was coming together in her mind.  She prayed it would be successful.
 
    
 
   ***   
 
    
 
   On the roadway leading away from the crumbled Special Care Unit, the ragtag caravan progressed.  
 
    
 
   S-1DT rolled along in the point position.  It was scanning and watching for potential threats.  It had limited ammunition, limited incendiary gel, no more riot control gas canisters, and a fully charged electro-shock capability.  Jerome and Cammarry had used their fusion packs to recharge all of the automacubes just before the caravan departed.  
 
    
 
   “Well Cammarry,” Bigelow said after taking a drink from his flask.  “This new horse, Poco, is not like Agnes and Arabella.  Oh, may they be running the beautiful fields of Tir Na Nog.  However, this Poco has good potential.  Poco is subordinate to Anika, and that shows real class.  Yes, real class.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry, who was sitting next to Bigelow, the center spot on the front bench of the troika replied, “Well, this wagon certainly needed another horse to pull the load.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow frowned at her again calling his troika a ‘wagon’ but he nodded his head in agreement.  Ten people, three on the front bench, three on the rear bench, and four huddled into the cargo area, had the troika riding low on its springs.  “When I had all three of my associates…” he paused to spit, and then continued, “may Agnes and Arabella be racing the winds with the Hippoi Athanatoi. My associates could have easily pulled this load.  But Anika will teach Poco, and we will get by.”  He looked over the people in his troika, and held back the obscenities Cammarry could see he had been about to spew out.  
 
    
 
   “I am armed and ready, should the need arise,” Cammarry said, changing the subject a bit.  “Although I have not seen, nor heard any other people since we left the Special Care Unit.”
 
    
 
   “I doubt you will,” Bigelow answered.  “They call the place ahead, Deathtown.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know.”
 
    
 
   Behind them, keeping a distance far enough so that the other wagons could take evasive maneuvers if one wagon exploded from some hoodlum’s bomb, or struck a gravity sink hole, was Peter driving the converted mechanic’s wagon.  
 
    
 
   “Franklin, how are the people doing back there?”  Peter called over his shoulder.  
 
    
 
   “I cannot see them very well,” the legless man Franklin answered, but we all seem to still be alive.  All eight of us, that is.”
 
    
 
   “I have my cat,” Beverly said as she stroked the sleeping feline in her lap.  “I wish I could go back to my room.  This outing is taking too long.”
 
    
 
   “The policeman is taking us somewhere else,” Annie said.  She was nestled in next to Susie who was sound asleep.  “I think the renovations are taking more time than anyone expected.”
 
    
 
   There as some jabbering and talking among the other patients.  None of them could really see out of the wagon, since the sides were now raised up. Sleeping beds had been laid out on the floor of the wagon, and pillows stacked the sides.  The end gate, was blocked by the folded wheelchairs and other assistive devices.  When Annie looked up, all she could see was the light from the sky tube far overhead.  Even that looked odd, as a haze was making the air thicker and the light dimmer.  
 
    
 
   “Is today rain day?” Annie asked.  “Cotard should not have scheduled an outing on rain day, but if we had to be out for the renovations, I guess it makes sense.”  She turned and lovingly patted Susie.  “She could sleep though a rainstorm, but I do hope we will not get wet.”
 
    
 
   Peter called back in a gentle voice, “No rain scheduled for today.  Let me know if any of you need to stop.  I have food and water for you, and we can use one of the commodes if any of you need it.  Just let us know and I will help you, or Siva will help you.  We are here to make this work.”
 
    
 
   “He is a nice policeman,” Annie said to Franklin.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, he is,” Franklin agreed, and then tried to explain again what was happening to some of the others who were sitting by him.  He did not explain that they were being evacuated and would need to somehow get off the planet.  He knew that because he had heard Jerome and Cammarry talking.  Instead he spoke in simple ways about a day-trip and nature outing.  His mind was both excited and fearful of what was really happening.  “Both the men helping us on our outing are very nice.”  
 
    
 
   Siva, who was sitting on the back of the mechanic’s wagon said a simple, “Thank you” to Franklin. Siva understood, better than anyone else, that Franklin knew exactly what was happening.    
 
    
 
   “Old Bill you are doing well,” Peter encouraged the horse.  “You too Ginger.  Just keep moving and we will get these people there.”  Peter’s voice was encouraging, even as he spoke to the horses.  His eyes, however, kept glancing about, ever watchful for another attack.  He also grieved the loss of nearly all his tools.  
 
    
 
   Siva, was also keeping a wary watch for any danger.  He looked back over the mechanic’s wagon, and saw the last surviving dairy cow.  She had a halter and lead.  The long lead was attached to the back of the wagon, near where the gate would open, just belong where Siva sat.  He knew he was exposed to possible sniper fire, but there was no more room inside to sit.  Besides, from his vantage point he could move quickly to help whoever needed it.  He looked back at the cow as she plodded along as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening.  Siva wished briefly that he could be so confident, but then understood it was probably not confidence, but was ignorance.  Either way, he was pleased the animal was not suffering.
 
    
 
   Siva knew the children in the covered wagon behind him were watching out the front and the cow was amusing for them to see.  They were also watching the two Border Collies, Zmaj and Kiddie, working the small heard of sheep.  The brown automacube, designed for animal husbandry, was assisting in that effort.  Siva waved a “all is well” signal to Jenna in the covered wagon.    
 
    
 
   Jenna was driving the twin tobianos.  Those young horses were not well broken to the harness, but Jenna’s leadership was evident even to the horses who responded best to her gentle, yet firm directions.  In the back of the wagon, Dewi and Nabila nurtured the younger children, and allowed each to have a turn sitting next to Jenna and the hunter on the front seat.  That way the children could watch the cow and the dogs and the sheep.  Most of the children were very subdued in their attitudes, and none of them were crying or carrying on.  The extreme boat-ride down the river, and their harrowing escape from the killers in the airboat had left a lasting and somber impression on the children.  
 
    
 
   On either side of the covered wagon were the two medical automacubes, and the two silver gastronomic automacubes.  They were all loaded heavily with boxed supplies of food, bottled sterile water, and what few other items the survivors could tie onto their tops.  Their multi-jointed appendages were holding tightly to the makeshift cargo nets which held the supplies.  They were rolling along on the sides of the covered wagon to serve not only as a method to carry items, but also as moving shields to protect the children in the covered wagon.  
 
    
 
   Last in the caravan was the karozzin carriage.  It was too small to serve as much of a transport, but Monika, Jerome, Vesna, Khin, and two hunters were sitting on its seats.  Monika was driving the young bay colored horse named Toby.  That horse was nervous and rather high strung, but worked adequately in single harness.  
 
    
 
   Jerome had his Willie Blaster out and was watching the roadway back toward the Special Care Unit.  He fully expected to see hoodlums, or a Crock vehicle come racing after them.  So far, he had seen nothing.  No people, no animals, and no other Crock vehicles.  Jerome was prepared to shoot a Crock vehicle if it appeared.  He wondered about the one that they had disabled, and hoped it had not been fixed.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?” Cammarry said through the com-link.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, all is secure back here.  What about you?” 
 
    
 
   “S-1DT just passed something strange.  We are almost to that point now The horses are getting skittish, and we can see something up ahead.  The air is strange over the sea,” Cammarry replied. 
 
    
 
   “More dead fish, or aquatic animals?” Jerome asked, referring not only to the scores of dead fish they had seen in the stream, but also the legion of dead things that cluttered the shoreline and banks of the sea.  Nothing alive had been observed anywhere by the sea. “Hoodlums or killers?” 
 
    
 
   “No, nothing exactly like that.  Thankfully the air currents are still pushing out to sea, and the smell is not too bad,” Cammarry replied.  “But it is those air currents that worry me.  There is a sort of haze in the air, a vapor, and over the spot ahead, it is all clear.”
 
    
 
   “A gravity sink hole?” Jerome asked, more as a statement than a question.  
 
    
 
   “Right.  But it all looks to be out to sea, not over the land.  S-1DT passed it without incident. It may be the biggest one we have seen.”
 
    
 
   “Any Crock vehicles around?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  Nothing moving except for us.  I am going to have Bigelow drive as far to the side as possible,” Cammarry then instructed Bigelow to do that.  Jerome heard his vulgar agreement. 
 
    
 
   The troika rolled to the very edge of the roadway, away from the sea side.  
 
    
 
   The other wagons followed that example, all the horses nickering and keeping their ears laid back against their heads.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome,” Sandie interjected, “I have instructed the brown automacube, H-37, to herd the sheep away from that as well.  The Border Collies appear to see the phenomenon, but the sleep do not.”
 
    
 
   “Any idea how to turn it off, or reverse it, or block it?” Jerome asked.  “Did you learn more as S-1DT observed it?”  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “Unfortunately not.  S-1DT did not get close to it, and the readings taken added nothing to our understanding.  There is still not a viable method of counteracting what is happening.”
 
    
 
   The caravan passed the strange place, but two sheep were lost when they just fell over dead.  The dogs prodded the dead sheep with their noses, and pawed at them, but they were gone.  The brown automacube, H-37, took some quick samples from the dead animals, and relayed the information back to Sandie.
 
    
 
   As the karozzin carriage rolled up to the spot, all those riding it were watching the sea closely.  
 
    
 
   “That was where our village used to be,” Vesna stated.  “But look at it now.”
 
    
 
   The sea had started to swirl and swirl.  As they were passing, and while the horse Toby was nearly bucking and kicking to get away, a huge sucking sound ripped through the habitat.  It came from the spot where the sea was swirling.  
 
    
 
   “A whirlpool!” Jerome yelled into the com-link.  “Cammarry, was there a whirlpool when you passed?”
 
    
 
   “No!” Cammarry responded.  
 
    
 
   The karozzin shot forward as Toby could hold back no longer.  He ran in the harness trying to flee from what to his horse’s mind was incomprehensible.  The people in that wagon held on tightly and Monika fought the reins to keep the horse and wagon from spilling to the side.  Toby galloped forward until he was right next to the covered wagon and he could see the horses pulling it.  Only then did he settle down enough to slow to a safe speed.  
 
    
 
   Jerome watched as the whirlpool in the sea grew more rapid in its turning and then got deeper at its center.  The water was being sucked somewhere and the noise was immense. 
 
    
 
   “I have never seen anything like that in the sea,” Vesna said.  “It is unnatural, dangerous, evil!” 
 
    
 
   “We are leaving all this behind, my Vesna,” Khin said and patted her back.  The other people of her tribe just stared at the formation of the huge whirlpool.  Dust and air were now being sucked into it as well as the water of the sea.  Jerome remarked, “Since ancient times, fishermen knew that the sea was dangerous and the storms terrible.  But this is worse than anything I have ever read about.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Cammarry?”  Sandie said via the com-link.  “S-1DT has located a child by the side of the road on the outskirts of Quady. He says his name is Adeilson.”
 
    
 
   “We will rush up and get him,” Cammarry answered before Jerome could say anything.”
 
    
 
   Sandie went on, “Adeilson reports that everything in Quady, which he calls Deathtown is dead.  He says the sea is now dying as well.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow snapped his team into a faster pace.  The rest of the caravan followed suit.  Several more sheep fell over dead, but the dogs and brown automacube did not stop to investigate them.  As the troika approached the boy standing next to the automacube, Jerome had a horrible thought.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry!  It might be a trap!”  Jerome yelled.  He felt helpless as his wagon was at the end of the caravan.  “Beware!”
 
    
 
   “It is not a trap,” Sandie replied.  “Adeilson is naked, no explosives anywhere near him, and S-1DT has detected no other living things anywhere in the vicinity. 
 
    
 
   “Are you certain?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, it is alright.  It is Adeilson.  I am getting him dressed and he is coming with us.  But we need to hurry.  There is another whirlpool where that pier used to be.  It too is sucking everything away.”
 
    
 
   The caravan rushed on.    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***   
 
    
 
    
 
   In Dardanella 135, Eris had just completed installing the final component parts for the large teleportation sending unit.  With Sandie directing her, the job had gone smoothly.  The new sending unit was connected into the power supply of the Conestoga, via a large and somewhat awkward looking cable.  It extended from the alcove where the now disassembled smaller sending and receiving pad was located, to the stall number six of the hanger bay itself.  The pressure door to the alcove could not close with the cable in place, but Eris had chosen to make the quicker and more direct coupling to the power rather than running it through the floors, decks, or the questionable power channels of the hanger bay itself.  
 
    
 
   All that remained was the fine tuning and linkage with the receiving pad on the needle ship.    
 
    
 
   The jumbo fusion boxes on the corners of the smaller teleporter were shut down, but Eris admired their efficiency and compactness.  She remembered asking the artificial intelligence Sandie about them prior to doing the disassembly. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  These jumbo fusion packs can power the teleporter to send people up to the needle ship, so why not just use them for the larger sending pad?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “Excellent question.  Expediency was the main factor.  Covertness was a secondary consideration.  Lastly, was minimizing your installation duties.”
 
    
 
   “Tell me more.”
 
    
 
   Sandie was happy to elucidate. “Initially, I conjectured the need for twelve jumbo fusion boxes to power the large sending pad. We only have four here.  That meant an additional eight would need to be fabricated. Gamma’s Reproduction and Fabrication facility had never built jumbo fusion boxes, and from what I learned by asking Alpha’s SB Bodowa in their Reproduction and Fabrication center, it would have taken far too long for the additional eight jumbo fusion boxes to be fabricated there.  For Gamma to do it was an additional risk in both time and cooperation.  I was concerned about how the lattice of compeers in Gamma would react to the jumbo fusion box technology.  Remember, they thought the sending unit was a ‘worthless contraption’ and agreed to build it for you.  That worked to our advantage in getting their cooperation.  I conjectured a higher than acceptable risk that they might detain you if they saw more advanced technology.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Eris replied. 
 
    
 
   Sandie continued, “The jumbo fusion boxes were adequate for the small number of people that were teleported on the small system for the relative short distances from the surface to orbit.  For this mission, they have a slower than acceptable recovery period.  The Conestoga’s energy system was not initially compatible with the desired teleportation sending pad.  This would be especially true for a long-range teleportation sending unit, such as to Earth or another target in a different solar system.  The needle ship is a relatively short-range target compared to the engineering parameters Master Engineer Brink designed into interstellar teleportation.  The sending aspect of teleportation is 72.98% of the energy load required for matter transmission.  The total energy required is related to the size of the orifice that is opened, the mass being sent through, and the distance it will travel.  Therefore, I configured this new sending pad to meet the specific requirements to send the refugees to the needle ship.  Basically a moderately large orifice, a moderate mass, and a short distance. I repurposed the components here, along with using the ship’s power for this one-time teleportation of the large number of people we want to evacuate.”
 
    
 
   “Well it is completed now, and all we need to do is finalize the test,” Eris stated.  She walked back to the grid which covered the floor of stall six.  She stepped up to the console which she had taken from the small sending unit and installed in the larger one.  
 
    
 
   “Eris you will need to initiate the command console while the next refinement phases are being finalized,” Sandie said.  “The checklist is now showing on the console’s display.  I apologize that I was not able to build in a premade and locked system like the smaller unit had.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, no worries,” Eris replied.  “You have made it a step-by-step process, and I am an engineer.  Not an engineer like that Brink you keep speaking about, but I know the Conestoga and her systems.  You have made this teleportation sending pad as comparable and compatable as I could have hoped.”
 
    
 
   “I estimate that you and Brink would have enjoyed each other’s company,” Sandie replied.  “Yes, I styled the controls off the conservation slates you showed us in Gravity Manipulation Works: Oscillator 6.  That was very helpful to my understanding of the dynamics of the Conestoga’s systems.”
 
    
 
   “Well, it all would work much better is the whole ship’s lattice of compeers was functioning, and I can see why the nonphysicality would look like a mess to you because of all the destruction,” Eris commented.
 
    
 
   Eris opened the command console.  A light blue three dimensional interface appeared over the top of the console.  “Signal from receiving pad located and secured.  Beginning synchronization.”
 
    
 
   Eris followed all the steps, and every one locked in, linked up, or synchronized properly on the first attempt.  Eris smiled and prayed a thank you.  
 
    
 
   “The system is now ready and standing-by,” Sandie stated after she reviewed everything and every connection.  
 
    
 
   “So where are the people?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “They are just entering the town of Quady now,” Sandie answered.  “They are seeking the best way to proceed here.”  Sandie was quiet for a moment.  “There is a problem, I have hesitated to share with you.”
 
    
 
   “What is the problem, maybe I can help?” Eris offered.  
 
    
 
   “You have already been exquisitely helpful in assembling the teleportation sending unit.  I did not want to distract you, but now that it is completed, I will ask you about it,” Sandie’s AI voice held hesitation and concern.
 
    
 
   “Sandie? What is the problem?”
 
    
 
   “The safe route which has been marked by the automacubes involves a convoluted and twisting pathway through the corridors,” Sandie stated.  “In my probing of the nonphysicality I have not been able to find a better channel for them to get here.”
 
    
 
   “So what is the problem?  The people just work their way here… Oh, I think I see.  The elderly people in their wheelchairs, and the young children.”  Eris nibbled on her lower lip a bit as she considered.  
 
    
 
   Sandie interjected, “And the animals.  Several of the roustabouts insist that the horses accompany them, but the stairways are an obstacle not only to the wheelchairs, but also to the horses and the bovine.”
 
    
 
   “And the cargo loading ramps and gangways are dysfunctional?  Do we know why they are not working?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have no records of places with those designations,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Eris walked back into the alcove, and pushed the remaining spacesuit to the side.  She unfolded a desk from the wall near where she had connected in the main power supply for the teleportation sending unit.  Placing her hand on the interface surface a green glow emerged around her hand and a scrolled message appeared.  ‘Access granted’ in white letters on the dark display.  
 
    
 
   “Configure possible cargo ramp gangway to Dardanella 135,” Eris commanded.  “Widest possible diameter, minimal ramp angles.  Priority Captain Level Disaster Alert.”
 
    
 
   The displayed flickered and then showed a deck plan.  On the deck plan blue colored lines represented walls.  There were some red lines where damage had inhibited those sections, but quickly the walls were realigning and creating a wide open passage directly from Dardanella 135 to the exterior wall of the town of Quady.  The diagram’s newly created passageway was green in color, and had only three turns.  A blinking phrase at the bottom of the display asked, “Open Cargo Gangway?”   
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice spoke, “Eris!  That is amazing.  I had no idea the walls and floors in those sections could shift, rotate and elevate like that.”
 
    
 
   Eris pointed to the diagram.  “It has some problems.  The gangway should be a straight line from the hanger bay to the habitat.  No bends, no turns, no obstructions.  This system was designed for the original loading of topsoil and other large and bulky items.  Every hanger bay has the capability.  I assumed you had checked it and it was defunct.”
 
    
 
   “We had no idea it was even possible.  Nothing in the nonphysicality showed that potential,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   “It would have been in the logs of the artificial intelligences and synthetic brains, but with so many of those destroyed, I can see how it was lost.  It is kept function for emergencies.  When operating properly a runabout shuttle should be able to fly egress the biome.  I have never known of anyone doing that, but it is in the specifications for emergencies.  But see the spots here, here, and here?”  Eris traced several turns and corners on the map.  “Those areas are still at least five meters wide, and five meters high.  Even with the ninety degree turns, will there will be enough room for the caravan to reach those final turns?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “The horses and all the animals can be led around those corners, but the wagons will not pass.  I am relaying this information to Jerome and Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   Eris pressed her hand against the display. “Open cargo gangway and deploy ramps immediately.”  Eris prayed it would actually work in the physical world, and not just on the plans.  
 
    
 
   The scrolled response came back, ‘Working.  Working.  Working.’
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  The large bulkhead and pressure door at the back of the hanger bay is where the cargo ramps and gangway opens to Dardanella 135,” Eris stated.  She typed in a few commands to the display.  “I have locked the external hanger bay doors, so that the bulkhead and pressure doors will open without hesitation.  Tell them everything is ready here.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked over at the spacesuit which was hanging from its cradle.  She began opening storage compartments and assembling more gear.  As she found items, she stacked them near the spacesuit.  
 
    
 
   “Eris?  Are those items needed for the evacuation?” Sandie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, for an important and final evacuation.  I have a plan.”
 
    
 
   ***  
 
    
 
   Outside, in the biological habitat, Jerome and Cammarry were standing before the ruins of the water desalination plant.  The entrance they had expected to use, the one S-1DT had led them to, was just a pile of melted, crumbled, and twisted rubble.  
 
    
 
   “I told you, a crusher hit this place earlier today,” Adeilson stated.  His sweet voice carried no trace of hostility, more just a resignation or fatalistic tone.  “I saw it from out by the sea.  I was skipping rocks waiting for the bodies to float up.”  His medium complexion, somewhat protruding teeth, dark and deeply set eyes all were childlike, but his words carried the weight of all he had seen.  “Yes, all the people went into the sea over the last week or so.  Maybe that whirlpool is keeping the bodies from floating back up.”
 
    
 
   Jerome rubbed Adeilson’s tightly twisted black hair.  “I am sorry for your family and friends.”  
 
    
 
   “I thought it was either the Ferryman or the crushers, but they all chose the sea.  Just walked out on the pier and dove in.  Tied metal belts to their waists,” the child said.  “I suppose that too is keeping the bodies down in the sea.  I was just watching the sea when I heard the crusher start to rip at this building again.”
 
    
 
   “We will find another way in,” Cammarry said as she too patted the child trying to offer some measure of comfort.  “You will come with us to a better place.  There are those other children, and all of us.”  She gestured to where the children were walking about, next to the covered wagon.   
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Cammarry?  Eris is opening up a new path, a gangway, from Quady to Dardanella 135.  Head to the wall at the side of the town.
 
    
 
   “Not through the desalination plant?” Jerome asked.   
 
    
 
   “No,” Sandie replied.  “Use your vehicles.  This new route will allow the entire caravan to get within fifty meters of the hanger bay.  The animals can pull the vehicles along most of the gangway, however, just before the hanger bay there will be two sharp corners where the wagons cannot pass.   All the people, and the animals, will be able to reach the teleporter in Dardanella 135.  I am giving S-1DT the location right now.”
 
    
 
   “Jenna!”  Jerome called out.  “Sandie has found us a way to the hanger bay.  Up by the end wall.  Follow the automacube.” 
 
    
 
   S-1DT rolled up the street, avoiding the chunks of broken buildings, topples trees, and other debris.   The other automacubes followed like their own small train of machines.    
 
    
 
   “Load everyone up again,” Jenna commanded.  “Bigelow, get up there quickly.  Vesna and Khin, take all the hunters and set up defensive positions around that location.  We are almost there, and we do not want some hoodlum ruining things now.”
 
    
 
   “Anika, you heard the pretty lady.  Show your new friend how it is done.” Bigelow clicked his teeth and whistled.  The two horses he was driving pulled the troika away.
 
    
 
   “Come on dogs!” Khin called out to the Border Collies.  “Zmaj, Kiddie, bring the sheep!” 
 
    
 
   There were only two sheep left, but each dog guided the sheep along as Khin, Vesna, and the other hunters sprinted off on foot.  They were as fast, if not faster than the wagons, for they could leap over the rubble, rather than roll around it.  They all had their rifles and handguns ready, but only each individual knew how much ammunition was left.    
 
    
 
   Siva, and Peter helped the two elderly people who had gotten down to use the commode, get back into the converted mechanic’s wagon.  After they were secure, Peter drove the horses and they headed after the troika.  
 
    
 
   It took a bit longer for all the children to climb back into the covered wagon.  Dewi and Nabila gently aided them.  
 
    
 
   “Adeilson, you can ride with us,” Dewi called out.  She extended her hand.  
 
    
 
   In a slow walk, lacking enthusiasm, Adeilson walked over and stood on the rear bumper of the wagon.  “I will just hang on here.  I think I know where we are heading.  Deathtown is not so big anymore.”
 
    
 
   Nabila looked at him, and pulled him by his shirt up and over and into the wagon.  “You are riding in here.  I will not let you fall off. Understood?”
 
    
 
   With his eyes showing surprise, Adeilson replied, “Yes!”
 
    
 
   “Go Jenna!” Dewi called out.  “All accounted for.”
 
    
 
   Monika and her carriage rolled up to Jerome and Cammarry.  “Walking or riding?”
 
    
 
   They climbed in.  
 
    
 
   The motley caravan reached the end of the street and came to a large section where the wall extended upward as far overhead as they could see.  At some point in the distant past, the area, had been an outdoor eatery.  Tables, chairs, and some various other items were scattered about the plaza.  
 
    
 
   A line on the wall lit up with a bright green color.  The color traced around the perimeter of a large rectangle.  Then several hidden sirens sounded a warning.  The horses nickered and stomped their feet, but remained under control.  After the sirens quit, the wall smoothly rotated to reveal a brightly lit passageway.  
 
    
 
   “Well, look at that!”  Jerome exclaimed.  “I guess it is true that joy comes from times in our life when good things flow through doors we did not open ourselves.”
 
    
 
   “Working technology!” Cammarry observed.  “Bright lights, and undamaged passageway, and we are almost there.”  
 
    
 
   “A good thing too!”  Monika said and gestured over her shoulder.  
 
    
 
   The whirlpool in the sea was getting larger, and the center of it was so low it could not be seen anymore.  Waves, winds, and junk fluttered all around that swirling disaster.  Large sections of floating debris were cruising around that whirlpool.  From the distance they were away, Jerome recognized that those floating items were large trees, and parts of wooden buildings.  He even caught a glimpse of what might have been a boat of some kind.  All being swirled away.  
 
    
 
   “You are usually the one with the old quotes,” Cammarry said, “But that reminds me of antique water powered toilets I saw in our history classes.  Flushed away?  Was that the term?”
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled broadly. “Yes, it is all being flushed away.” 
 
    
 
   The automacubes all rolled ahead and into the cargo gangway.  The decking was at a slight angle, but easy to navigate.  The passage was large enough that only Toby, Monika’s horse, balked at all about entering.  The hunters grabbed onto the sides of the wagons, and rode along, ever vigilant for some threat.  
 
    
 
   Just as Sandie had described, the gangway was large enough for all the caravan to pass.  By the time they reached the first of the sharp corners, they had no more sheep.  Both had dropped dead in the gangway.  The Border Collies looked somewhat lost without something to herd, but sat down on their haunches and with cocked heads, observed as the horses were unharnessed.  Only the bridles and reins remained.  The roustabouts held tightly to those reins as everyone else proceeded ahead of them. 
 
    
 
   “The cubies are not stopping,” Khin stated as he watched them roll around the sharp corner.  “Cubie white knows what is right.”
 
    
 
   Vesna wrapped her arms around Khin and whispered, “Will this really be the right thing?”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and kissed her.  “Yes, back with my people you will be safe.  This is one Wizard’s Quest everyone will hear about.  We are even coming back with better animals!”  
 
    
 
   The elderly people were placed into their wheelchairs, or carried by Vesna’s people.  The children walked along and as they did, the two dogs decided that children were something they could herd, and so they escorted the group of children.  
 
    
 
   “If a crusher comes, we will all die,” Adeilson said as he walked along with the group of children.  
 
    
 
   Dewi grabbed him by the shoulder and turned him to face her.  She slapped him smartly across the face.  “You shut up!  These children are scared enough without your whining.”  
 
    
 
   Face reddened from the blow, Adeilson responded with only a nod.  
 
    
 
   Lastly, each horse and the unflinching cow were led along by their reins.  Bigelow stood next to his troika.  “I guess no more rides here either.  I thought it was hard to say goodbye to the carousel, but I will miss my troika just as much.”  He pulled four bottles out from beneath the seat and placed them into pockets in his pants.  They jangled a bit as he led Anika away after the others.  “Come on girl, I guess a new kind of ride awaits us.”
 
    
 
   The pressure and bulkhead door opened to the automacubes and they rolled into Dardanella 135.   Sandie activated the large teleportation sending unit. 
 
    
 
   “What is that?  Wind?” Eris stated as the flow of air from the opening of the doors rustled her hair.  “That is a malfunction of the biome for sure.”
 
    
 
   “It is an equilibration of pressures,” Sandie replied. “With the teleportation orifice open, there is a gradient of pressures drawing air into the Goat Room where the receiving pad is, from this hanger bay, and from the biome via the cargo gangway.”
 
    
 
   Everyone entering mumbled thanks or other comments to Eris who stood by the now open pressure doors.  The elderly and children proceeded in.  The hanger bay had the shuttle NS-99 parked in one stall, but the main sight which drew everyone’s eyes was the already open orifice of the teleportation sending unit.  It looked like a large rectangle outlined in white energy.  Though that could be seen the dimly lit receiving pad on the needle ship.
 
    
 
   “Khin?  We are going there?” Vesna asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes!  Back home!” Khin cried out in joy.  He laughed and laughed.  He wanted to grab Vesna’s hand and race through, but knew the elderly and the children needed his help first.  
 
    
 
   The horses and other animals looked at the teleportation sending unit with curious and mixed expressions.  Toby was pulling a bit, and shaking his head against Monika who was leading him, but settled down as she stroked his nose and murmured soothing words.  
 
    
 
   Old Bill pushed past everyone and just walked directly up and onto the sending unit’s grid.  With a snort and a “brruuurr” he marched right into orifice.  For a brief moment his body looked like it was elongated, with his front legs in the Goat Room, and his hindquarters in the hanger bay.  Then the vision snapped and Old Bill was walking away from the receiving pad.
 
    
 
   “Get several hunters through there,” Jenna commanded.  “Khin you know where we are going.  Head in a secure that site!”
 
    
 
   “Happily!” Khin patted Vesna’s shoulder and together they ran through the orifice and ended up on the needle ship in orbit.  
 
    
 
   Sandie announced through every speaker and display in the hanger bay, “Everything is safe.  Please procced through.  We do have a limited time for the orifice, but it should easily allow everyone to escape from here.”
 
    
 
   The crowd murmured, and then Jenna took command.  “Children, help the elderly people get through, and everyone look out for each other.  The animals will come last.”  She said this as one of the tobianos chose that moment to defecate.  
 
    
 
   As everyone moved through the teleporter, Jerome hugged Cammarry.  “This is what we might have seen if we stayed back in Dome 17.  An orderly evacuation to some safe destination.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry remembered that none of the people from Dome 17 would ever be seen again by Jerome or by her, but she smiled anyway.  “Yes, I wish them all well, wherever they went.  I only hope the needle ship is ready for us all.”
 
    
 
   The procession soon was nearly completed as the dogs followed the children, and the remaining horses all went single file through.  The cow plodded along.  
 
    
 
   Monika led the horse Toby past Jerome. “Thank you!” She winked at him with her uninjured eye.  
 
    
 
   “Khin can make different cheeses,” Jerome commented.  “I wonder what the Goat People will think of all these new kinds of animals?”
 
    
 
   “We will soon find out,” Cammarry said as she grabbed his arm.  He turned back to look at her as Monika and the horse teleported away.   
 
    
 
   Finally, only Jenna, Eris, Cammarry, and Jerome remained in the hanger bay. 
 
    
 
   Eris had avoided speaking to directly to Jerome or Cammarry during the evacuation, but then said to them, “I am sorry I ran out like I did.  You have done well getting these people here.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry replied, “I apologize for all the mistakes I have made.  You have been through so much, and you got everything for this teleportation system built.  You are indeed a true engineer!  You rescued these people.”
 
    
 
   “It was a team effort, and we are just about done.”  Jerome nodded to Jenna.  “How long do you think Beta has left?”  There was a knowing look in his eyes.  
 
    
 
   “I have refrained from tapping the water,” Jenna said hesitantly.  “Too many toxins, and too much death.  Not long, I say.  Not long.”  A tear rolled down her face.  
 
    
 
   “Then off we go,” Cammarry said and stepped toward the teleportation orifice.  
 
    
 
   Eris held back.  “I will be along shortly.  I have one more errand to do.”
 
    
 
   “We will stay and help you,” Jerome offered.  
 
    
 
   “No.  This is something I can only do alone.  Please go ahead.  It will not take too long,” Eris said and stood to her full height.  Meeting all three of the others with her eyes, they knew not to argue.  
 
    
 
   “Blessings on you,” Jenna said as she hugged Eris.  “And thank you.”  Jenna tuned and ran through the orifice.  From the other side she looked back and waved.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry took each other’s hand and walked up to the orifice.  Just before stepping through, they turned back.  
 
    
 
   “Go ahead!” Eris commanded.  “I am linked in with Sandie, so no worries.  I will be along shortly!”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry stepped out of Dardanella 135 and onto the needle ship.  
 
    
 
   Eris walked smartly over to the control console.  She pressed her hand against the interface surface.  “Lord, let this be the right thing.” The green light flowed around her hand.  She tapped in a command and looked up.  The teleportation orifice winked off.  The room was very quiet.
 
    
 
   “You used your Captain’s grade command override to shut off the power to the teleporter,” Sandie said with astonishment.  “That closed the system.  I am surprised by your actions.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  My errand will take me away from this location, and I do not want any threats to go through.  Also, what I am going to do will take longer than you can keep this open.  We will reopen it when I get back.”  Thinking of all the people she had seen die in the suspended animation repository, Eris proclaimed.  “Now I am going to get SB Cotard.  That synthetic brain is coming with us.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   18 last flight through beta
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Eris?  Jerome and Cammarry are screaming to know what happened to you,” Sandie stated.  “I have informed them that physically you are not injured, but that you shut down the sending unit.  I do not understand your motives.  What should I tell them?”
 
    
 
   “I am not emotionally or mentally unstable, if that is what you are implying,” Eris replied.  “I am going to get SB Cotard, and I will do it with or without your assistance.”
 
    
 
   “I apologize if I insulted you.  I conjecture a low probability for success in walking back to the Special Care Unit.  We have lost the links to SB Cotard, although the last report was that it was still functional and intact.  The condition of the biome is of supreme concern.  The size of the whirlpools and their observed rate of growth indicate that the roadway along the sea will not be passable for much longer,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “I am not walking back there, that would be suicide.  I am not suicidal,” Eris stated.  “And just because we lost the link to SB Cotard does not mean it has been destroyed.” 
 
    
 
   Sandie stated, “I am still uncertain of your plan.” 
 
    
 
   “Watch and learn, my artificial friend.  In my school there was an inscription over our main lecture hall.  It read, ‘Scientists dream about doing great things. Engineers do them.’  I have never forgotten that.  I am doing this.”
 
    
 
   She briskly walked back into the alcove where the smaller teleporter was sitting.  Its disassembled parts neatly stacked in various places.  She grabbed the spacesuit and its bubble helmet and carried them out to the hanger bay.  Then she walked back into the alcove and pulled open several drawers and a cabinet.  Taking the items from inside there she brought them back to the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “The AFA-16,” Eris said as she quickly assembled the jet pack.  It consisted of a round, saucer shaped disk with shoulder, groin, and waist belts.  The disk was no wider than Eris’ back, and about twenty centimeters thick.  One side of the desk had a thick insulation and padding layer, while the other side had a set of nozzles which Eris extended up, and then snapped into place.  She tested the nozzles, and they rotated freely in a track all around the disk.  “This is a backup system for inspection of the ceiling and sidewalls of the habitat.  I am going to use it, as well as the spacesuit to fly to the Special Care Unit.”
 
    
 
   Eris then made sure the AFA-16 jet pack had a full load of fuel, and that the straps and harness were long enough to extend around the spacesuit.  Satisfied that that would work, Eris walked back into the alcove.  She pulled open an ESRC which was in the corner.  Digging through all the supplies and items inside there, she found the small compartment at the bottom of the first aid kit.  Opening that she pulled out the folded flat inflatable stretcher.  
 
    
 
   “This is how I will bring back SB Cotard’s central memory core,” Eris explained and laid the uninflated stretcher next to her pile of equipment.  “All I need now are a set of gravity manipulation nullifiers.  We use those to hold up shuttle engine parts or other machine parts for servicing.  A basic set should easily offset the central memory core’s weight and mass.  My basic tools will fit in the compartments on the spacesuit, so I will have everything I need.”
 
    
 
   Sandie quickly ran some conjectures, “Your plan has merit.  However, the conditions in the biome are not favorable for flight.  Air currents are unstable.  There are indications of vast fires in the bow area, and the whirlpools in the stern sea.  Those make for a great many unknowns about what you will experience, not to mention possible other gravity sink holes.  Are you certain you want to attempt this?”
 
    
 
   A touch of anger swelled up, but then quickly subsided in Eris’ feelings.  “Sandie, you are a friend to ask.  Thank you.  If there had been a functional synthetic brain in my suspended animation repository, my parents may not have died.  SB Cotard is the only AI or SB we have found which is designed for medical care.  I must rescue it to save anyone else who is still in suspended animation.  Who knows how many people are waiting in cocoons in various places on the Conestoga?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “As I said, your plan has merit.  Through the nonphysicality, may I connect into the spacesuit’s communication links to offer my assistance?  SB Pinaka has made a connection like that possible.”
 
    
 
   “Your help would be appreciated.”
 
    
 
   Eris pulled on the spacesuit, leaving the bubble helmet off for now.  She adjusted all the environmental controls, and the suit parts locked and sealed into place.  She could feel the interior of the suit pressing gently against her muscles.  Then she strapped on the AFA-16 jetpack.  She stepped though leg straps and bucked it together in front of her.  Wrapping the control cords around her suited arm, she placed the control mechanism over her gloved left hand.  It snapped around her palm allowing her to access the toggle switches as well as the pivot.  That kind of application was much bulkier than it was designed for, by being over the spacesuit’s glove, but with a few adjustments it worked.  Testing the controls, without firing the jets, she saw the nozzles on her back were rotating in response to what her fingers did.
 
    
 
   “That is an ingenious combination of technology,” Sandie stated with admiration.  “The jetpack will allow you flight capability, while the spacesuit has the gravity nullifiers to give you a zero gravity bubble two meters in diameter.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but that sphere is not big enough for the central memory core, so I will bring the inflatable stretcher.  I load the physical part of SB Cotard into the stretcher, inflate it, attach the portable gravity nullifiers, and I should be able to fly it all back here easily.  Or at least to the gangway.  From there I can walk back here.  Then we reopen the teleportation sending pad and I go to the needle ship,” Eris outlined while she attached the devices to the straps of the jetpack.  
 
    
 
   “Final step, bubble helmet,” Eris said and placed in on.  She snapped the rings around the neck and checked the air supply.  Everything was working as she expected.  Eris prayed that it would all continue to function.  “Sandie?  Can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  The links and couplings are connected.  These are not as secure as the previous com-links, but it is the best we can do,” Sandie answered.  “My processing ability is vastly superior to the synthetic brains, so, if it is acceptable to you I will serve as intermediary.  May I also display your progress to the people on the needle ship?”
 
    
 
   “No.  This is my mission, so no spectators,” Eris said.  “I am no hero, but I do not mind you serving as intermediary.  I am heading out.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  Jerome is angry, and Cammarry wants to be first to know your story, but they will have to wait,” Sandie answered.  “Jerome also insisted I tell you, ‘Your mission is not merely to survive, but to thrive; and you do it all with passion, compassion, humor, and classy style.’” Sandie paused for a moment.  “As is often the case with Jerome, his recitation is not as historically accurate as he believes it to be, but his intentions are good.”
 
    
 
   Eris smiled inside the bubble helmet and began jogging away.  She passed through the pressure and bulkhead doors and into the gangway.  Going past the corner, she then skirted by the wagons which had been left behind.  As she continued on down the gangway she encountered the sheep who had dropped dead.  She hoped that was not an omen, and prayed for safety and success in her endeavor.  
 
    
 
   Reaching the end of the gangway, she caught her first direct sight of the whirlpool which was devouring the sea and now had started ripping rocks and shoreline away in front of the ruins of the town of Quady.  The power and magnitude of the whirlpool surprised her.  Its growing maw was frightfully gaping.  In her mind she saw the decks beneath the sea and wondered how much force they could withstand before the hull of the habitat itself was breached.  
 
    
 
   “Here I go!” Eris flicked on the gravity nullifiers in the spacesuit.  She immediately felt the loss of weight.  Then with a small movement of her finger the jet on her back came on.  She rocketed upward at a speed greater than she expected.  She backed off the finger control, and understood it was quite sensitive.  Then it occurred to her that by using the spacesuit’s gloves, she lost much of the subtly and dexterity the jet pack’s system had been designed for.  She remembered any tools designed for use by people in spacesuits had oversized controls.  Yet the jetpack’s systems had been made for fingertip precision.  So she made minute movements with her fingers, and the jetpack responded.  
 
    
 
   “I must be especially careful,” Eris said.  Looking down at Quady, she saw every building was in a shambles.  Sections of the forest around the town were ripped to shreds as if some giant scythe had mowed down the trees.  The road leading in from either side was cracked and blistered looking, even from the height she had reached.  
 
    
 
   With a minor and carefully implemented adjustment, Eris altered the course of her flight and tipped her body forward slightly.  The nozzles on her back propelled her along.  Soon she was out over the sea, and the huge whirlpool was just ahead of her.  
 
    
 
   “Eris, it is not absolute, but there are indications that the gravity sink holes may be columnar in configuration,” Sandie stated.  “I suggest making a wide passage around the whirlpool.”
 
    
 
   “Already thinking that,” Eris replied.  Her heart was racing, as she was now feeling the air currents striking her spacesuit as they were getting drawn into the vortex above the watery whirlpool.  The gray color of the sea was perturbed by the two whirlpools, the one which had swallowed the village on the side of the habitat was not a large as the one eating up the coastline in front of Quady.  Curiously, the two whirlpools were spinning in different directions.  Eris did some mental calculations, but could not account for that fact.  She knew she needed to avoid being over either of them.  And so onward she flew.     
 
    
 
   Glancing up, Eris saw smoke and haze that was accumulating around the apex of the habitat.  It stretched out all along the sky tube.  The light was flickering and inconsistent.  Eris wondered if it was just the smoke blocking some of the light, or if the sky tube was also beginning to malfunction. What had been a beautiful, living, growing, and dynamic biome was now something much different.  Everything looked broken, faulty, or like it was under immense stress.   
 
    
 
   Onward she flew using the sky tube as a reference.  She headed straight bow-ward.  Midway across the sea, she was struck by high speed water drops.  Rain was coming down, but at a steep angle heading for the closest whirlpool.  Eris toppled over from the force of the unexpected shower, but corrected her flight and then continued onward.  She knew rain should only fall over the entire habitat, on a schedule, but again, something was broken.  Looking back and up, she adjusted the magnification on the bubble helmet’s face plate and traced the rain flow to the very ceiling.  Some of the weather spigots were fractured and there were fissures across that part of the ceiling.  Eris looked away, and changed the magnifying section back to normal.  
 
    
 
   From her altitude, the Special Care Unit, on its hill, surrounded by what should have been sculptured and manicured lawns, gardens, and a park, looked more like a scene from history records of the Great Event, or the 90 Hour War, or some lessor war in the long history of humanity killing itself.  The complex was scarred, crumbled, and scotched.  The river next to it had such a low water level, it was no longer flowing at all.  There were long oily streaks in its stagnant pools, as well as numerous slabs of debris jutting up from what had been the riverbed.  It was now just the shattered remnants of the channel where the life giving flow and movement of an essential element had happened.  Like a dead and rotting cadaver, the riverbed glared up as Eris overflew it to reach the Special Care Unit.  
 
    
 
   She descended downward and hovered near to a pavilion.  Its roof, having fallen onto the berm, was still smoking from a recent fire.  The charred remains of its support posts pointed upward.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Can you connect to SB Cotard again?” Eris asked as she activated the spacesuit’s communication system.  
 
    
 
   A static-filled response came, “No.  I will continue to try….  Do you know where the central…..   core is located?”
 
    
 
   “I believe so, yes,” Eris replied.  Then she said in her mind, ‘But how to get there.’  
 
    
 
   She shut off the gravity nullifier and dropped softly to the ground.  Looking at the building complex, she sought a doorway or entrance which would allow her to get to the basement.  Eris knew that the standard building design was for central memory cores to be located in the basement of major complexes.  There would be a general utilities room where the heating, cooling, air-filtering, water, power, and the synthetic brain’s central memory core would be housed.  
 
    
 
   None of the doors or entrances looked passable.  Then Eris saw a small half-door where automacubes could enter and exit the building.   She rushed over to that and swung open the door.  Inside, was a tunnel about a meter wide and high.  Eris adjusted her backpack to fold down the nozzles into their storage space.  That would allow her room to enter.  She bent down and crawled inside.  Turning on the spacesuit’s helmet light, the tunnel was illuminated.  It looked free of obstruction as far as she could see.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  I am inside the Special Care Unit.  Proceeding to find the central memory core.”
 
    
 
   “I am hav….or recep….is and can ne…ing….for the remain….” Sandie’s broken reply came back.  
 
    
 
   Eris prayed and then said aloud, “Well I came to do this job, and I will do it.”
 
    
 
   The automacube tunnel led to a small elevator.  That too appeared to be in decent condition.  Eris crawled into it, but then had to open a manual service hatch to activate a backup system for power.  After she did that, the elevator descended down to the basement level.  
 
    
 
   Crawling out of the automacube elevator, Eris was pleased to see that some of the lights and power were still working in the basement.  She was in a main corridor, and the overhead lights, about a third of them, were glowing a dull orange color.
 
    
 
   Eris slid back a portion of the bubble helmet, but nearly gagged on the foul stench in the air.  She sealed it back up and activated the external speakers and microphones instead.      
 
    
 
   “Well there is something here,” she said.  “SB Cotard?  Can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   From a long way down the corridor a response came.  “I am here.  Who is calling?  Did I forget to have you evacuated with the rest of the residents?  I am so sorry.”
 
    
 
   Eris trotted down the corridor.  She came to a supply and distribution room.  Broken open boxes were scattered around, and several human bodies were lying on the floor.  There had been some kind of gunfight in that supply room.  Whoever had been the winners had left.  
 
    
 
   “SB Cotard?  I am Lorelei Eris Concordia, Junior Engineer… No, I am now Captain of the Conestoga and I am here to evacuate you.”
 
    
 
   “You have flight crew biometrics!” SB Cotard replied.  Its mechanical voice was very surprised.  “Even though the spacesuit I confirm your identity.  Although I cannot vouch for your position and rank as Captain.”
 
    
 
   “Where is your central memory core?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am hesitant to inform you about that,” SB Cotard responded.  “There have been people in this facility who had a history of violent behaviors against people, animals, synthetic brains, and artificial intelligences.”
 
    
 
   “I know two of them: Jerome and Cammarry,” Eris stated.  “I am not here to destroy you, but to rescue you.  I was in a repository and was re-animated without synthetic brain oversight.  I was the only survivor.  I plan to take you with me back to the needle ship to oversee any other people I can find who are still in suspended animation.  Can you do that?”
 
    
 
   “Suspended animation utilization and re-animation are part of my core medical programming.  Emergency procedures often use short term suspended animation.  My primary functioning is not repository oversight, but it is well within my abilities,” SB Cotard replied.  “However, I am not aware of the ability to physically move central memory cores.  Is that feasible?”
 
    
 
   “Usually it is not done.  I admit that.  I studied the concepts, but honestly I have never attempted to do it.  However, in order to save those people in suspended animation I have risked my life to come back here and try.  I really need you.  Will you let me try?  I promise to be as careful as possible,” Eris said.  
 
    
 
   “From what I can perceive of the outside, you are the only hope I have for survival.  The bodies in this room, they are from hoodlums who fought over medical supplies.  Yes, I am willing to entrust my life to you,” SB Cotard stated.  “The central memory core is in the main utility room.  I was able to seal that room off from the hoodlums, but am unlocking it now for you.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked across the hallway, and a blue line appeared on the wall.  It moved quickly to outline a door’s perimeter.  Then the door slid back into its pocket.  Inside was the brightly lit utility room with a myriad of pipes, ducts, vents, and conduits for all the vital services which had been running the Special Care Unit.  In the corner was SB Cotard’s central memory core.  
 
    
 
   Eris walked in, and the door slid shut behind her.  
 
    
 
   “I have shut the door because I am not certain the hoodlums have cleared from the building.  Most of my sensors, cameras, and scanners have been destroyed,” SB Cotard stated.  “I have no way to defend against attack anymore except to hide.
 
    
 
   “Well, I will disconnect all this, and get you to safety,” Eris stated as she looked over at the pristine central memory core.
 
    
 
   Smaller than an artificial intelligence’s central memory core, the synthetic brains central memory core was still impressive. The device was a clear upright cylinder.  At the top and bottom were thick silver coverings.  Between those the cylinder was surrounded by a series of horizontal brass-colored rings.   This one had five separate rings, each about ten centimeters thick and a half meter in diameter.  Those five rings separated the column into sections equal distance apart.  The top of the central memory core was right at Eris eye level.  Of course, pipes, connection cables, wires, and conduits extended into the machinery around the central memory core, but Eris’s engineering mind knew where the central memory core ended, and where the associated attachments began.  It was similar at the bottom of the cylinder where other apparatus and machinery was connected into it in an efficient and thrifty manner.  
 
    
 
   “No damage here,” Eris stated as she started to pull tools from her spacesuit compartments.  
 
    
 
   “Fortunately,” SB Cotard stated.  Its voice was loud and clear in the utility room.  
 
    
 
   After laying out all her tools, Eris looked again at the central memory core.  Down the center, between the rings, the clear permalloy held a thick light-blue colored liquid.  A steady and orderly series of bubbles were floating up and down within the liquid.  In the midst of that thought-transmission fluid was an internally illuminated object.  It was rhombus shaped and floated at the very center.  That diamond, or rhombus, was glowing and spinning in the blue fluid.  It moved ever so gently around and around as the bubbles passed by it.  The clear permalloy of the cylinder was smooth and flawless.  The interaction between liquid, lights, energy, and the bubbles was almost musical.  To Eris, machine intelligence was a glorious achievement.  She sighed out and gave a prayer of thanks.
 
    
 
   “SB Cotard, I will need to maintain some kind of charge as I place your central memory core into the inflatable stretcher.  Do you think it best to put the entire core into suspended animation, or just leave you in standby mode?”
 
    
 
   SB Cotard did not reply for a moment.  Then its voice came back with the answer, “That is more an engineering question.  I cannot estimate what will happen to my systems if suspended animation is attempted.  I do know I can be in standby mode with my internal energy storage for up for one-hundred hours.  Will that be enough time for us to reach our destination?”
 
    
 
   “It will have to be,” Eris replied.  “Will you be aware of what is happening?  Will you be conscious?”  
 
    
 
   “To use an analogy, taking down my connections to the outside world will be like putting a patient under old-style general anesthesia.  I will not be aware, although residual traces will be evident and there will be just a void.  May I ask that if the evacuation is not possible that you not leave me in that void, but terminate my existence instead?”
 
    
 
   “I am getting you out and will reconnect you on the needle ship.  I am not sure of your final installed location, and may need to use suspended animation at some point.  Whatever happened, I will not leave you in that void state.  I will make sure you are installed.  You are needed for my future plans.  Shall I proceed?”
 
    
 
   “This is the first time I have ever had to give informed consent to a procedure.  I have a better appreciation for the points Cammarry made while she was under my care,” SB Cotard responded.  “If this operation is not successful, please pass along my sincerest apologies to her.”
 
    
 
   “You can tell her yourself, after you are reconnected on the needle ship.  So may I proceed?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I am not sure of your plans for departing the complex, but the hoodlums blasted a large section of the walls out on the end of Ward 24.  My last views of there were that entire wall was missing and open to the grounds from the basement level.”
 
    
 
   “That is helpful.  I will speak to you soon,” Eris said.  
 
    
 
   “That is my hope,” SB Cotard responded.  
 
    
 
   With diligence and care Eris worked to disconnect all the various things which were wired, piped, accessed, or otherwise connected to SB Cotard’s central memory core.  She carefully sealed off every connection so that none of the blue fluid was displaced in any way.  As each connection was removed, fewer bubbles passed up and down inside the cylinder.  When the last connection was unhooked, there were no bubbles at all.  Just the small glow inside the diamond shape.  
 
    
 
   Eris connected the gravity nullifiers to the sides of the now detached central memory core, and activated them.  With just a slight lift, the whole thing floated about a half meter off the floor.  She tipped it sideways and wrapped it in the inflatable stretcher.  When the stretcher was filled with air, it covered the entire surface of the central memory core.  The stretcher did not provide armor, as such, but would offer some limited protection.  
 
    
 
   Eris put all her tools away, and tied a line to the floating stretcher.  She remembered the History of Engineering class where they had a section on blimps, dirigibles, and other lighter-than-air ships.  In a way, the central memory core moved in a similar manner.  
 
    
 
   Activating the door, Eris walked out, pulling the stretcher behind her.  She saw signs on the walls for various places in the complex, and followed them toward Ward 24.  She expected to encounter a hoodlum at any moment, but she saw no signs of life.  She checked an exterior atmospheric reading and understood why.  The air around her was now so toxic, no one who was unprotected could breathe it.
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Eris called.  “I have SB Cotard and am returning to Dardanella 135.  Can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   There was some variation in the static, but no words were discernable.  
 
    
 
   Eris continued onward.  Just as SB Cotard had described, Ward 24’s basement walls had been blasted open, and she could see out onto the grounds of the complex.
 
    
 
   No one else was around.  The air of the biome looked thicker and more hazy than ever.  Eris gave a prayer of thanks that she had worn the spacesuit, and placed the jetpack’s nozzles into operational position.  She moved the stretcher around so that it was in front of her, to avoid the jetpack’s back spray from striking it. Giving a fingertip control, the jetpack fired, and she rose into the air.  Her own gravity nullifiers kicked on and she was flying away.  It was awkward, and difficult, moving the entire mass of herself and the stretcher, but after a few adjustments she found a way to sort of ride on top of the stretcher as it floated, and allow the jetpack to propel her in flight. She left the ruins of the Special Care Unit behind. 
 
    
 
   As she passed over the sea, moving away from the two swirling whirlpools, Eris saw that much of the shoreline had receded down as the seawater was sucked away.  Again she wondered how much pressure all that water was exerting on the decks below and against the hull of the Conestoga.  Her appreciation for permalloy, as the strongest substance humanity had ever created, had been shaken by the devastating things she had seen the gravity sink holes do.  She now wondered not, if the hull would break, but, when it would break.  
 
    
 
   She increased her speed as much as she felt safe doing.  
 
    
 
   Without warning, the sky tube flickered once and went dark.  
 
    
 
   Eris flipped on her spacesuit’s helmet light, but it only showed mist and haze ahead of her.  
 
    
 
   “Eris?  Eris?  Can you hear me?” Sandie’s voice came through her spacesuit’s system.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  The sky tube just failed.  Catastrophic failure.  I am not sure how to see where I am going.  Right now I am using the spacesuit’s instruments, so I am heading bow-ward.”
 
    
 
   “There are emergency lights on the gangway.  I will activate them.  Were you able to extract SB Cotard?”
 
    
 
   “I have the central memory core.  Do not tell anyone!” Eris commanded as she felt the presence of the stretcher beneath her.  “There are some lights ahead, and below, but I am not sure which are the gangway.  Looks like some power is scattered across Quady.  Some places are on fire, looks like forest fires.”
 
    
 
   “I will put the gangway lights into a blinking pattern,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   “There it is!”  Eris exclaimed.  She headed right toward the blinking lights.  
 
    
 
   Severe winds and rain again struck at Eris and the stretcher.  She was toppled into pinwheel spin, but righted herself and gained elevation.  That took her out of the wind, but the rain was splattering against her helmet.  She sighted in again on the blinking lights and saw that her speed was higher than she thought.  
 
    
 
   “The rear wall!” Eris exclaimed as she adjusted the jetpack to slow down her flight.  She found herself almost vertically directly above where the blinking lights were.  She looked ahead, and could not tell in the dark haze where the rear wall was at all.  
 
    
 
   Breathing a sigh of relief, she prayed a thank you for not crashing into the wall, and then descended.  Hovering a few meters off the ground right before the open gangway, Eris moved the stretcher around and then landed.  She shut off her gravity nullifiers and the jet pack and trotted into the gangway, pulling the floating stretcher behind her.  She checked the atmospheric reading on her suit and noted that again, nothing could survive in the air around her.     
 
    
 
   Pulling the stretcher along behind her, though the gangway felt odd.  The lights were flashing, but between each flash the darkness was oppressive.  The light from the helmet barely lit up the corridor.  At one point, Eris stumbled over one of the dead sheep.  As she righted herself, the beam from the helmet shone down on the dead animal’s face, and Eris recalled in horror all the dead people from the repository.  
 
    
 
   “I am doing this so that will not happen again!” Eris barked into her bubble helmet.
 
    
 
   “You are doing well,” Sandie replied.  “Do not loose heart.  Remember up ahead are the wagons from the roustabouts.  Your stretcher has a potential to snag on any number of items on those vehicles.  Be cautious.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Sandie,” Eris replied. “Any way to fix the lighting in here?”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, but no.  The nonphysicality is breaking up, and the only illumination source I could find were these emergency lights.  I tried to shift them from the flashing mode, and that was inoperative.  You do not have far to go.”
 
    
 
   The discarded wagons loomed out of the flashing light like skeletons of some long deceased lumbering beasts.  Eris deftly maneuvered the stretcher around those, but it took time and was clumsy.  She then brought it past the corners and though the pressure and bulkhead doors.  
 
    
 
   The hanger bay lay before her.
 
    
 
   “Dardanella 135 is still illuminated properly,” Eris remarked.  “Sandie, begin the teleportation sequence.  I am ready to leave!”
 
    
 
   “Initiating connections,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   Eris walked over to the sending pad.  The grid of permalloy began to glow.  There was a spark and a snap as four small globes of energy derived from that glowing grid.  They quivered and shook a bit as they drew energy up into themselves.  Power surged around as each energy globe grew in size and brightness.  Eris smiled to herself.  The sending unit was acting just as it had when the refugees were sent through.  
 
    
 
   “Tuning and equilibration established,” Sandie stated.  “Forming lock to the receiving pad on the needle ship.”   
 
    
 
   The four energy circles continued to hover some distance apart over the gird.  The cable connecting into the ship’s power began to hum, but Eris had observed that on the other teleportation event.  It sounded different hearing it through the spacesuit’s microphones.    
 
    
 
   “Synchronized.  Harmonization of matter transmission stream compiling,” Sandie stated.  “Starting to modulate for expansion.”
 
    
 
   Kablam!!!
 
    
 
   Eris was knocked down to her face.  The spacesuit protecting her from the impact.  She somehow kept hold on the stretcher, but the detonation pushed it away from her with great force.  The lead she had on it kept it from flying across and away.  
 
    
 
   The hanger bay lights flickered and went off.  Eris looked up and as she scrambled to her feet she saw the four energy circles, move toward each other to form one single globe.  As they did, there was the briefest hint of an image, like the ghosts of a long and deep tunnel, but it blinked away as the energy of the globe dissipated, and the grid’s glow faded.  
 
    
 
   “No!” Eris cried out as she got to her feet.  “Sandie?  What happened?”
 
    
 
   “Major malfunction,” Sandie answered.  “The sending unit has no power.  The complete signal has been lost.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked over and the alcove where she had connected the sending pad into the ship’s power was on fire.  Blue, yellow, red, and orange flames engulfed the whole alcove, and the tongues of fire wrapped around the open door and charred the walls of the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   Brilliant lights flashed three times, and then a huge crashing noise shook everything around.  From out of the ceiling dropped a thick wall, crushing the power cable, and sealing away the alcove.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency Containment Curtain has deployed!” Eris cried out.  “All power to the teleportation sending pad has been severed.”  She rushed over, dragging the stretcher with her, and placed her palm against the interface surface on the nearest control display.  Nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   “What?” Eris said and then looked at her hand.  It was covered in the spacesuit’s glove, blocking the interface from recognizing her implants. She reached to open the spacesuit, when Sandie’s voice echoed through her ears at a painfully loud level.  
 
    
 
   “Do not remove the spacesuit!  The air will kill you!” 
 
    
 
   Eris stopped her motion.  Instead she tapped in a series of commands.  
 
    
 
   Negative function sounds came from the display.  The fire suppression systems were not working, and the Emergency Containment Curtain would not retract.  
 
    
 
   Eris tapped in a different sequence of commands, and saw that power levels were dropping in every system of the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “The shuttle!” Eris yelled out.  She rushed over and opened the cargo compartment at the rear of NS-99.  She maneuvered the stretcher into there, shut off the gravity nullifiers on it, and strapped it down securely.  Sealing down the rear hatch, she stepped around and opened the cockpit hatch.  Slipping the jetpack off, she slid it into an empty seat then sat down in the pilot’s chair.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency launch sequence!” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   The lights on the cockpit controls came on.  She started punching in commands, and activating switches.  There was a clang as the docking clamps below the shuttle unhooked.  Looking out the viewports, Eris saw only darkness.  
 
    
 
   “Cycle the hanger bay!” She commanded.
 
    
 
   Nothing was happening.  
 
    
 
   Checking the status of the shuttle, Eris noted that the thruster fuel lines were still attached.  She popped open the hatch and stepped out into the hanger bay.  Jumping over to the side of the shuttle, she hit another set of buttons on the thruster refueling lines, but there was again, no response.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Eris yelled out.  “I can manually unhook the shuttle, but there is no response to my commands on the hanger bay.  As soon as I am inside the shuttle cycle the system and I will fly back to the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   Sandie responded, “I am searching the nonphysicality for a way to do that.  The fissures and fractures in the nonphysicality are greatly inhibiting my access to any control systems there in Dardanella 135.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  I will just cycle it all manually,” Eris finished disconnecting the thruster refueling lines, and physically had to drag them away from the shuttle.  They should have retracted robotically.  She then hustled to the observation deck controls.  She wanted to access them via the interface pad, but with her gloves on that was impossible.  She tapped in override codes, but none of them had any power at all.  Pulling levers, clicking knobs, and pounding on the controls resulted in nothing.  Only her helmet light showed any illumination.  Looking out through the clear permalloy, she saw that the entire hanger bay was dark, except for the shuttle which was running on its own self-contained power systems.  
 
    
 
   Eris bolted out of the observation deck and ran to the external hanger bay doors.  There she opened the emergency access panels and read the bright red letters which were outlined in white.  ‘Emergency explosive bolts: Warning.”  Beneath the warning sign were toggle dials.  She adjusted the toggle dials which manually entered in the command code and the physical combination lock opened.   The small inner door popped up.  Sitting in front of her, lit by the beam of light from her helmet were five loops of wire.  Each of those was connected to a physical release switch for the explosive bolts anchoring the hanger bay doors. 
 
    
 
   “No going back on this one!” Eris muttered.  She then prayed it would work.  “This will give me thirty second to get back into the shuttle!” 
 
    
 
   She pulled on all five of the explosive bolt release wires.  She heard them all click.  She began counting as she ran.
 
    
 
   Darting back to the shuttle she leaped up into the hatch, and slammed the close switch, and buckled herself into the pilot’s seat. She pushed on the shuttle’s flood lights which shined over onto the hanger bay doors.  “…twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty!”  
 
    
 
   A deep rumble came from the huge external doors as the release bolts exploded.  Designed to detonate and project the damage outward, she did not expect to see the explosions.  
 
    
 
   The hanger bay doors shook a bit.  They began to part, but jammed when they were only about a meter open.  Zalia’s red light poured through the slit and washed the smoky hanger bay in ruby colors.  Green vapors mixed with the air in the hanger bay, and shadows and vapors obscured a clear view.  Nonetheless, it was clear the hanger bay doors had failed to open enough to allow the shuttle to fly out.  
 
    
 
   “No!” Eris cried out.  She pounded the arm rest on the pilot’s seat.  “No! No!  No!”
 
    
 
   “Eris?” Sandie asked.  “I cannot find any way to link into the hanger bay doors.  
 
    
 
   “I just blew the explosive bolts for the whole section and the door failed to disengage,” Eris said.  “I am trapped in here.”  
 
    
 
   “I am conjecturing possible escape plans, but have nothing to offer at this time,” Sandie said.  “I am sorry.”
 
    
 
   Eris ran ideas through her mind.  She looked at the jetpack next to her.  She considered using it to shove the hanger bay doors open, but dismissed the idea almost immediately.  She knew the jetpack had nowhere near the power needed to wrench open the huge doors.  Even the thrusters on the shuttle lacked sufficient force to pry open those doors since they were jammed.  Looking at the ruddy light streaming inside, she knew she could probably squeeze herself out through the small gap which was now open, but, without the shuttle, where would she go on an alien world?
 
    
 
   Eris shut her eyes and prayed.  She took some deep breaths, and readied her mind for death.  Checking her suit’s air supply, she knew her final moments would not come for an extended time, but she also understood there was no where she could go that would be safe.  
 
    
 
   A shivering and shaking made Eris open her eyes.  Glancing over, she saw the grid of the teleportation sending pad shuddering up and down on the deck of the hanger bay.  The truncated power cable was flopping about like a water hose which was not controlled.  Eris smiled at that image in her mind.  She recalled a time with her parents when they all extravagantly wasted water by spraying each other with a hose.  She had been seven years old then, and it was her birthday.  Her parents had spent an exorbitant amount of money for those few moments of joy with her.  At the time, she already knew water was scarce and precious, yet she had no idea just how expensive that party had been for her parents.  As an adult she had calculated it once, but she forgot the cost now.  She only remembered the joy that flopping and flowing water hose brought her, and the smiles and laughter of her parents.  
 
    
 
   Then her engineering mind assessed what she was seeing.  “Why is that bucking like that?”
 
    
 
   The deck beneath the teleportation sending grid, split open into a fissure.  The permalloy crumbled downward and the crevice spread from under the Emergency Containment Curtain.  The thick and heavy curtain itself sagged downward.  
 
    
 
   “A gravity sink hole!” Eris exclaimed.  “Or the pressure from where the sea went in those whirlpools.  The hull must be breached.  
 
    
 
   The crevice spread right toward Eris, who tapped the shuttle’s thrusters and NS-99 scooted away.  Green gases, particles, vapors and haze sucked downward into that crevice.  The permalloy split and ripped and the entire teleportation grid fell into the widening hole.  Then the cracks and tip of the crevice met the section of floor beneath the external hanger bay doors.  
 
    
 
   There was a huge shrieking of tortured metal as the crevice spread.  It was loud enough to vibrate Eris bubble helmet even though she was inside the shuttle.  With a resounding cacophony of crunching and crumbling the external doors resisted the immense pressure welling up from deep beneath.   Then those external doors just folded in on themselves and the red light of Zalia’s sun blazed through the greenish yellow air and nearly blinded Eris’ eyes.  She was looking at sunrise on Zalia. 
 
    
 
   “Out I go!” She yelled, without even knowing there was a clear path, Eris pushed the shuttle’s thruster controls to maximum.  She was pinned back against the pilot’s seat by the sudden acceleration.
 
    
 
   NS-99, what had once been called Faithful Lightning, shot out of the ruins of Habitat Beta like lightning from a thunderstorm, and escaped from the devastation of the Dardanella 135.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent!!!!” Eris yelled and engaged the inertia suppression systems and gained a measure of control over the wild flight of the shuttle.  She directed the shuttle to gain altitude, and then curved it around in a wide arc.  
 
    
 
   “What?” Eris said as she looked back at the outside of Habitat Beta.  Numerous holes were visible, gaping and wide open to Zalia.  Then she looked down at the ground around where the crumbling parts of the hanger bay were still falling downward.  A river of slushy liquids was washing down a steep slope, but that was not what astonished her.  Giant lettering had been dug into the higher ground.  
 
    
 
   ‘YOU LEAVE NOW’ was clearly spelled out.  Several Crock vehicles were moving along the edges of that message, as well as along the sides of where the gray river was flowing. 
 
    
 
   “That must be where the sea went,” Eris said.  “And I received you message.”
 
    
 
   Not knowing if anyone was watching, or would even understand, she tipped the wings of the shuttled twice and then set course to make orbit.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  I am out of there!” Eris called.  “I am boosting into orbit, but am not sure where the needle ship is in relation to me.  Can you plot me a course?”
 
    
 
   “You have escaped Dardanella 135?” Sandie asked.  There was shock in the artificial intelligence system’s voice.  “I lost all contact with Habitat Beta some moments ago.  I thought you were lost.  I will relay the good news to Jerome and Cammarry.  They have been eagerly waiting to hear.”
 
    
 
   “Wait!  It was pretty amazing, but, you must not tell Cammarry and Jerome about SB Cotard.  The central memory core is in storage, but I am not certain of the reinstallation.  Cammarry will never trust this synthetic brain.  Sandie, promise me this will be between us only.” Eris looked back, and the Crock’s large letters were just too tiny to read.  
 
    
 
   “I do not keep secrets from my friends,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Tell them I saved the shuttle.  It is true.  Just do not tell them about SB Cotard.  That secret will keep stress and pain and anxiety away from Cammarry, right?  And keeping this private will help another friend, like me.  Please help me too!” Eris countered.  “I am not even sure SB Cotard can be reinstalled, but I need it to help the people who are still in suspended animation.  Please keep this between us.  At least until we know how the reinstallation goes.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  I will refrain from telling them the details of SB Cotard,” Sandie said very reluctantly.  “Because I do see long-term merit to your plan of incorporating SB Cotard for humanitarian use.  However, I will reevaluate this secret as circumstances change.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Sandie.  What about that course to the needle ship?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am plotting that now.  SB Pinaka has connected to a hanger bay which was unknown to me.  It is near to Navigation and Astrogation.  It is only a tertiary hanger bay, designated Pine 1009, but it is fully operational.”
 
    
 
   “What of Beta?” Eris asked.  “From what I saw, the whole habitat suffered a catastrophic failure.”
 
    
 
   “I will have to review your records when you come back, but that is consistent with the readings I took prior to losing contact,” Sandie stated.  “I have only limited connections to NS-99 at this time, but can assist in guiding you safely to the needle ship. Additionally, the last signal I got from Habitat Beta was from SB Amelia Earhart.  It said simply, ‘Namaste’ and then all contact was lost.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   Music floated over the grand hall of the needle ship.  Cadet Danny was at his piano, his elderly fingers flying across the keys.  The dim light, which was ubiquitous on the needle ship, shone down on the black and white keys as he made music.  His piano melody arched over the hubbub of a multitude of voices speaking to each other.   
 
    
 
   “You play beautifully,” Franklin said from his wheelchair.  “I can see so much in my mind’s eye.  Simply amazingly gorgeous music.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Bagherra too likes your music,” Beverly said from the cozy chair in the corner.  “Just purring away as always.  This is a nice part of the Special Care Unit.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Cadet Danny replied.  He did not correct Beverly, realizing that her mind was doing the best it could.  For this occasion, he had combed his bright white colored hair, and his recently trimmed beard and eyebrows were neat and tidy.  “Your people are a welcome addition to us.  Nabila, or what it Dewi, actually took time to tend to me.”  His medium brown face was a mass of wrinkles, especially on his tall forehead, but his face shone with the smile he carried now.
 
    
 
   “I cannot tell those two apart either.  I only met them just before the evacuation.  They were with the roustabouts, from my understanding,” Franklin stated.  “My eyes are too poor to see them clearly, and they sound exactly alike.  They do have that boy Adeilson with them, like a shadow wherever they go.  Him I can recognize, if by no other way than by his somber words.”
 
    
 
   “The lighting has not been good on the needle ship for a long time, but the plants need the growth light.  Well, all the children are welcome here.  I understand you are staying with the Goat People as well?”  Cadet Danny asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, all the elderly and some of the children are staying here.  Your hospitality is wonderful.  Some of the adults are dispersing to the other places, but not us.  Would you play that one you said was by Brahms again?”
 
    
 
   Cadet Danny nodded.  “I think that is who composed it, but I do it all from memory now, and I am not sure if my memory is right or not.”
 
    
 
   “Either way, it is beautiful to hear,” Franklin answered. “Thank you again for giving me a new home.”
 
    
 
   “There will be a lot of resettlement now.  It has been a long time since people from all three groups came here.  I guess maybe there are more than three groups.  I recall when there were nine groups: the needle ship, and each habitat, but that was long, long ago, when we were in transit through the stars.”
 
    
 
   “Your music takes me through the stars.  Thank you!” Franklin closed his old eyes and rested his hands across the stumps of his legs.  
 
    
 
   Cadet Danny’s fingers played on and the music soared.  Children danced around the tents where the Goat People lived. The mostly mottled blue colored tents stood in orderly fashion, tied together by leather straps.  But the children danced, whirled, and played in a chaotic, haphazard, and fun manner.  It was a time for celebration.
 
    
 
   On the other side of the grand hall, beyond where the children danced, and past a myriad of boxes, shipping crates, storage bins, large vats of liquid emitting tantalizing aromas, and all the other things specific to the Goat People’s way of life, there was special activity.   
 
    
 
   A group of tables had been set up where some of the tents had been moved out of the way.  At the tables were Jerome and Cammarry, along with Eris and many of the refugees, the last survivors from Habitat Beta.  The remains of an elaborate meal were on the tables, and the discussions were ongoing.
 
    
 
   A man dressed in a white shirt with stripes around the sleeves, gray and black pants of thick and tough material, with large open pockets on the sides stood up.  “That was a most excellent meal!  Even those, what did you call them, oh yes, food ration bars!” He glanced over at Jerome and Cammarry as he struggled with a way to describe the food produced by the newly made Dome 17 techniques.  “A good new…travel food.  So now to the migration business.  We, the Chicken People, welcome the hunters and fishers who wish to join our tribe,” Dick stated with solemn dignity.  “My brother Fedders and I are pleased to have those people accompany us back to our homes, hatchery, and brooder!”  
 
    
 
   Vesna’s people, including Alisa and her triplet children: Borko Dmitar and Jadran walked over and stood behind Dick and his brother Fedders.  Vesna remained seated near Khin. 
 
    
 
   As Eris watched, she thought of the first two people, cavy hunters, that she had encountered after being reanimated.  It was an unpleasant memory, and reminded her of the horrors of the repository.  However, outwardly, she nodded her approval of the hunters joining the Chicken People. 
 
    
 
   Dick rubbed over his short black hair, and then slapped his pants which had heavy coverings over the legs.  “We will get them all the proper clothing, and teach them all our ways.”
 
    
 
   Fedders, who looked very much like his brother, then added in his own way, “And learn their ways.  I have never heard of chickens that are only shin high.  It is a shame none of them came with these people.  Such a thing, a miniature chicken!  We have much to share with each other, and today is a day to celebrate!”  
 
    
 
   Bigelow, who was seated at another side of the table raised his bottle and cried out, “Hear him!  I suggest we drink to that!”  Before anyone could respond, Bigelow had quaffed a pull off his own bottle.  
 
    
 
   Other joined in the toast.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you!”  Dick said and then sat down.  
 
    
 
   A woman on the other side of the table stood up.  “We respect their decision.  I too appreciate the meal the Goat People have put on for us here.  Very nice!” She waved to the men and women who had prepared the foods.  “I also believe this event is in the spirit of the Heroic Thirteen in that we were all allowed to meet and present our own options to these newcomers.  As representative of the Fruit People, I promise that we will abide by the desires of these new people and wish them all the very best.” Wanda’s deep brown eyes peered out from under her hat. There was a set of dark goggles resting on the brim of the hat.  She touched her fingers to the tip of the hat in salute to Dick and Fedders. Her black hair was thick and hung down around her oval shaped face. “We will also welcome into the Fruit People all who decided to join our tribe.  It is a wonderful overcoming for the Children of the Catastrophe.  Come with me, any who are willing and seek our lifestyle.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow stood up, with only a slight wobble.  “That would be me. Also, my associate Anika, who by the way, likes the mushrooms growing in these halls, but especially liked the fruits.”  Bigelow waved his hand around and continued.  “Since it was jointly decided that the horses can best survive in those orchard places, we will walk them there.  I plan to stay with the Fruit People and Anika.”
 
    
 
   “You are just going to where you can refill your bottle,” Khin added.  “Fruit People make the best drink.  Everyone knows that!”
 
    
 
   Bigelow turned and gave a low bow to Khin.  “I do not disagree with your assessment.  I do not.”  He failed to add even a single expletive or profanity.  
 
                 
 
   “I too will go with the horses,” Peter said.  He looked to Siva.  
 
    
 
   Siva stood.  “Peter and I have spoken over these last two weeks since we came to the needle ship here.  We want to build a carousel for all people.  A new place for the ride to continue, around and around.  Since the Fruit People are centrally located, and have graciously offered us one of the currently vacant rotundas as a place to build, that is our mission.  Wanda tells me that some decades ago, in that rotunda an orchard was started, but the globe light failed.  The trees that had grown in there were never removed, and that none of the growth medium, or dim lights ever activated in there.  It sounds like the ventilation system remained locked and closed, but I will investigate all of that.  We will try to get that place up and running again, getting a new globe of light working, planting new living trees, and building a carousel for all visitors.”
 
    
 
   Peter enthusiastically added, “More food for all.  A place of entertainment, and a project for us.  With the horses we will also have a source of good fertilizer to get the new orchard established, and to keep the existing orchards clean.”
 
    
 
   “Children of all ages need a place to play,” Siva said.  “We shall provide it.”
 
    
 
   People around the table applauded. 
 
    
 
   Siva, Peter, and Bigelow walked over to stand by Wanda.  
 
    
 
   Monika remained seated, but had some small tears which she wiped away quickly.  Jenna, who was seated next to her wrapped her arm around her.  No one spoke for an awkwardly long time.  When it was clear everyone was looking at Monika and Jenna, Jenna stood up.  
 
    
 
   “A new carousel is a wonderful idea.  I would love to go with you to build that new carousel.  This will be the first one I have not been involved with, and I am sad about that,” Jenna said.  “However, my water seeking ability will be most useful here with the Goat People.  From what I have learned, theirs is the most fragile water system.”
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” Dick stated.  
 
    
 
   “Agreed,” Wanda nodded.  
 
    
 
   “And many of the children, like Dewi and Nabila, want to stay here,” Monika stated.  She smiled and winked at Jerome as she said that.  “They need stability.  So Jenna and I will stay here for now.  For me personally, I look forward to helping in my own way to building the carousel.  The artificial intelligence system Sandie will be sending in requests to get items made in Habitat Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication facility.  Siva and Peter will need some items fabricated for the replanting and restoration of that orchard and mechanisms for the new carousel.  So I plan to help coordinate that with the help of Jerome and Cammarry.”  Again Monika winked at Jerome adding a slightly seductive smile.
 
    
 
   Jerome turned a bit red, and Cammarry’s face hardened, but the moment passed.     
 
    
 
   “Yes, we will be helping in that regard as well,” Jenna added quickly as she sensed the uneasy exchange.  “So we are staying with the Goat People.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry opened her mouth to speak, but was interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “And for the cow!”  Khin laughed and laughed, interjecting comments into what was getting a bit too serious for his liking.  “The cow is also staying with us so I can make cheeses!  I promise those cheeses to all people.  Goat People, Fruit People, and Chicken People.  Vesna and I will be delivering those.  Our new friend Eris has shown that there are pathways through the darkness that none of us knew about before.  Machine are working!  Monsters are running and hiding.  Life is flowing!”
 
    
 
   Eris sat still.  She prayed silently before she spoke.  “Yes.  I am setting up new systems.”  She did not mention SB Cotard.  “We have only the one shuttle, NS-99, that is functional, but we need more.  Leave that issue to me.  For all of you, the funicular car system will respond to anyone who uses the code, green-white-green.  Remember, it is still being repaired, so there will be delays and the system has limits.  But I am working on those as well.  I have other duties, and more reconnoitering that needs to be done. I hope to help avoid any conflict on the Conestoga, but…”  Eris almost added her thoughts about the future then stopped.  She prayed a bit more asking for guidance, then finished her thoughts.  “…but today is a celebration.  A time to look at the good, not the bad.”
 
    
 
   “What about the dogs?” Khin asked with hearty laugher.  The two Border Collies had been sitting on their haunches to the side waiting for scraps to be thrown to them.  The refugee children had taken to feeding and caring for them, especially Dewi and Nabila, but the children of the Goat People were very wary of the strange creatures who liked to drive the goats from one place to another.  
 
    
 
   Jenna answered, “Those two dogs have adopted the children here, and I do not think anyone can speak against that.”
 
    
 
   The people all laughed in agreement.  
 
    
 
   There was some vigorous hand shaking, back slapping, and well wishing to everyone, but the event eventually broke up and people headed out on their ways to their new lives.  Eris was the only one to leave on her own, as she slipped away when no one was looking.  Over her ear was the newly acquired revised com-link which connected her to Sandie.  She tapped it for privacy.  
 
    
 
   After all the others had dispersed, Jerome and Cammarry stood with Khin and Vesna.
 
    
 
   “Well, our Wizard Quest came to an end!” Khin laughed.  “I am back home, and things are better for us all.”
 
    
 
   “My dear Khin,” Vesna added, “I agree this is our new home, but for those of us from Beta, it will be a major adjustment.  The light here is dim, and the foods are different, and well, we have a lot to grieve.”
 
    
 
   Khin kissed her on the side of the head.  “As always, you are right my dear Vesna.  I am too silly sometime, but you are my anchor.  We need your leadership and guidance as much as you need our home.”
 
    
 
   They hugged and looked to Jerome and Cammarry.  Khin asked, “What of you wizards?”
 
    
 
   “There is the Crock threat,” Jerome said seriously.  “They destroyed that entire habitat.  I think there may be conflict coming for the other habitats, and we only know how to get to Alpha.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry corrected him, “Eris flew to Gamma, and from what Sandie has said, those systems in Navigation and Astrogation are actively seeking the precise locations for the other habitats.  Is that right Sandie?”
 
    
 
   The AI answered through the com-link over Cammarry’s ear.  “Yes, that is correct.  The reconstituted lattice of compeers here on the needle ship is surprising me in its exponential growth.  Captain Eris is responsible for much of that.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, where did she go?” Cammarry asked.  “I wanted to say goodbye.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris is heading back to Navigation and Astrogation,” Sandie reported. 
 
    
 
   “And we better head back to our apartment by the Goat Room,” Jerome added.  “We have a lot of plans to make to confront the Crock danger.”
 
    
 
   “Do not forget we have no ideas where the Ferryman and his ilk went,” Cammarry added as she wrapped her arm around Jerome.  “Dewi and Nabila refuse to talk about their ordeal with the Ferryman except to say, ‘He decided to go away to the Elysian Fields.’  If they were operating shuttles, and we have good reason to think they were, then he and his cronies had to have gone to another habitat.”
 
    
 
   “Where they go, conflict will spread,” Jerome said.  “But the Crock threat is the bigger danger.”
 
    
 
   After giving Khin and Vesna another hug, Jerome and Cammarry walked away from the grand hall and headed back to what they called home.    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End. 
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   1 the hunt
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The barrels on the automacube glowed orange from the repeated firing of its main guns.  Mud streaked the bottom of the red, boxy, permalloy constructed machine as its six drive wheels propelled it down the tight animal trail.  The light from the sky tube shined down through the dense jungle canopy overhead.   
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!
 
    
 
   Weapon discharge noises echoed across the jungle.  The sounds reverberated around the trees surrounding the trail as the security automacube rushed along in pursuit of its prey.  Colorful birds scattered with shrieks of fear and a fury of beating wings.  Ruddy-brown monkeys swung arm over arm away from the sounds of conflict, crying their own guttural calls of warning as they sought places to hide in the lush foliage of the thick and heavily-leaved trees.   Rabbits ducked into holes to escape into their warrens.  There they huddled together hoping the automacube would pass them by.  Snakes coiled themselves tightly and minimized their movements.  Even the vast myriad of insects of the jungle paused momentarily as the conflict between machine and prey intensified.    
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!
 
    
 
   On rolled the red automacube, firing at every opportunity to incapacitate its prey.  One of its prey, its leg impacted by the bullets, fell wounded at the side of the trail, but the others were still running.  The injured prey rolled over and watched, eyes huge with fear, as the machine rushed toward it.  As the security automacube reached the place where the prey fell, it changed weapons and just shot out a set of wires.  Upon contact, energy surged out and caused the prey to writhe and twist as the electroshock passed through it.  The body jerked for only a few moments and then lay still.  The deployment of the stun armament did not cause the automacube to delay or even slow its chase of the others.  Passing the still body, the automacube retracted the wires for reuse, as it rolled onward.  A signal was sent to the recovery team indicating where the wounded, and now unconscious, prey could be collected, marking its coordinates in the habitat.  A confirmation signal came back.    
 
    
 
   The trail widened a bit as the pursuit led downhill.  The dirt was soft, for rain day had been yesterday, and so the prey’s footprints were readily visible along the twisting path.  The prey were running hard, but the automacube was nimble, swift, and relentless.  It spun its drive wheels to avoid a fallen branch, and continued onward.  
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam! 
 
    
 
   The machine fired its primary weapon again.  The prey was currently out of range of the stun armament. Its aim was for the legs of the prey, but each shot barely missed.  The prey were moving fast, and the jungle was replete with minor obstacles which hindered a clear trajectory for the projectiles.  Incendiary gel would easily have killed the prey, but that would have also done severe damage to the jungle, which was unacceptable.  The integrity of the biome was very important, nearly sacrosanct, in the core programming of the automacube.   Antipersonnel grenades could also have been used to kill the prey, and would have done only moderate damage to the jungle biome, but those weapons too were held in reserve.  The mission was not search and destroy, but was pursuit and live capture, with as small amount of damage to the biome as possible.  A destroyed biome was a failure.  Dead prey were a failure in the mission, but injured prey could be rebuilt.  The recovery team had medical automacubes standing-by for that eventuality.  The less damaged the prey were when captured, the more successful the mission was.  Ideally, the prey were to be captured unscathed, yet that seldom happened.  The prey were resolute in their instinctual drive to flee.  And so the automacube aimed carefully for the legs of the fleeing prey.  The red automacube cycled through its algorithm to consider its options.  The machine reminded itself that the programmed mission was pursuit and live capture, with minimal damage to the biome, and up to moderate damage to the prey.
 
    
 
   The hunt continued.  The prey veered from the animal trail into the undergrowth where short plants and foliage covered the ground.  Their tracks were harder to find, but evidence of their passage was still present, so the red machine rolled onward.  
 
    
 
   Pushing its way through the jungle, the automacube burst from the jungle.  The prey had reached the center of the habitat, where the ridge escarpment was located.  The jungle biome ended with a pebble, gravel, rock, and stone strewn field in both directions.  That land of rocks was at the base of a made-to-be natural appearing rock, soil, and stone wall which rose thirty-five meters vertically across the entire habitat.  Its face was virtually unclimbable by the prey, especially all the way to the top, where a stony abutment jutted outward five meters.  That prevented anything from climbing from the jungle biome up and over the escarpment to the sand-hills biome which covered the bow half of the habitat.  The face of the escarpment consisted of its own series of small, distinct biological zones, dependent upon the rock, soil, water, and other substances which made up each section of the escarpment. 
 
    
 
   The security automacube paused and searched. 
 
    
 
   Since each individual escarpment biome was also given protection by core programming, the automacube did not just randomly fire into possible hiding places. Smaller animals like lizards, various amphibians, lungless salamanders, pickerel frogs, and some varieties of rodents scampered to-and-fro around that rocky cliff and, according to the core programming, there was no reason to injure any of those animals.  Nor was destruction of their habitat allowed.  Even though this location was where the automacube had chased the prey.  Other places, some distance away, to either port or starboard, had their own unique flora and fauna.  However, unaided, the prey could not scale the ridge escarpment anywhere across the habitat.  At each end of the escarpment was the river with its waterfalls which fell right alongside the habitat wall.  Taking stock of its position in the habitat, the red automacube knew the prey had to have gone one direction or the other.  
 
    
 
   Still, the red automacube’s sensors scanned the vegetation seeking prey if they were attempting to hide amidst the small trees, shrubs, ropy vines, ferns, perennial forbs, lichens, liverworts, mosses, and a myriad of other plants which dotted the cliff face.  The escarpment was not a smooth and straight surface, like the habitat’s side and end walls, but was rather an irregular, serpentine, and convoluted divider with a multitude of cracks, crevasses, and spaces.  Some of those crevasses were large enough that the prey could squeeze into them and hide.  The scans outwardly showed, no prey directly perceivable.  However, the rocks and stones of the escarpment, even though unscalable, did offer the prey cover and concealment. 
 
    
 
   Plop!  Plop!
 
    
 
   The red machine fired canisters in each direction.  They flew in high curves, and landed about fifty meters in each direction along the cliff.  When the canisters struck, they expelled a gas which was only harmful to the prey.  The gas floated along the face of the cliff and sank into the potential hiding places.  
 
    
 
   Two prey emerged, both coughing and gaging and waving their arms.  The red machine rushed up to the nearest, a female, and the multi-jointed appendage on the top of the automacube secured the prey with chains and manacles.  One of the prey’s legs already had the remnant of a manacle embedded behind its ankle.  Connecting to that, the prey was made secure, and the recovery team was notified about this prey’s location.    
 
    
 
   The second prey, a male, recovered a bit from the gas and rushed back toward the jungle.  The automacube whirled and pursued.  It knew it could outpace the prey and waited to deploy a weapon until the most opportune time. Just as the prey was reaching the jungle, beyond where the rocks and stones were, the stun wires shot forth from the automacube and impacted into the back of the man.  
 
    
 
   “I will never be a slave again!” He yelled and tried to dig the wires from his back.  
 
    
 
   Energy surged through the wires, and the man spasmed and fell into the jungle plants.  Manacles and chains were placed onto him to secure this person as well.  Another report was sent into the recovery team marking the position of the third prey.   
 
    
 
   The red machine searched the floor of the jungle and then back along the base of the escarpment.  The number of prey had not been definitely determined during the pursuit, so it hunted onward.  Finding footprints here in the pebbly surface was much more difficult than seeing the footprints on the animal trail, or seeing the marks of passage in the jungle, but with its equipment, the automacube did pick up a faint heat signature.  
 
    
 
   The machine altered its drive wheels a bit and headed off, following the residual heat, possibly left behind by the prey.  The machine kept up its pursuit and came to a small maintenance access door, cleverly hidden in the face of the escarpment.  As the red automacube rolled up to the door, a negative function sound was heard. The door remained closed. 
 
    
 
   Extending its manipulation arm outward, a small cable was inserted into an access port.  Again the negative function sound came from the door.  The red security automacube made a report to Machine Maintenance about the inoperative door.  It then relayed a mission update message to its controllers.  
 
    
 
   Patrol Chief Bernice’s voice came across the audio of the automacube.  “Return to Aston for your next assignment.”  
 
    
 
   Behind the door in the escarpment, a man stood leaning over.  His hands were on his knees as he panted heavily.  Huge drops of sweat fell from his face and ran down his chest.  A severed chain lay next to his bare left foot.  Those few links were still connected to a loop of permalloy situated between the Achilles tendon and the bones.  The metal pierced his foot completely and was surrounded by a calloused-over, well-healed scar.  As he took a step and more deep breaths, the gray metal moved freely in the healed hole behind his ankle.  He looked at the well-lit corridor behind him.  The nine-section color control pad, which had locked the door, was cycling through its various colors.  As his lungs filled with more air he croaked out, “Thank you!”
 
    
 
   “I am just sorry your companions did not also see the door I opened for you,” SB Sherman stated.  “I can only do so much for you escaped slaves, especially since you are missing proper identification.”
 
    
 
   “They took that away from me too,” the man huffed.  “But I will not return to their slavery or those lek plantations.  I will die first.”
 
    
 
   “We are trying to accomplish two tasks which are difficult.  We want to prevent a return of people to slavery, and orchestrate an end to the conflict here in Alpha,” SB Sherman stated.  “I have some compeers who are working on your behalf.  I will arrange for doors to open for you to reach a safe hideaway.  There are other slaves who have escaped and are in hiding.”
 
    
 
   “And to think, I was a human services professional before I was reanimated.”  He stood up and wiped the sweat from his brow.  “How did we ever end up like this?”
 
    
 
   SB Sherman began to explain the history of Habitat Alpha when two people came sprinting down the corridor.  The escaped man, retreated up against the wall, and looked at these newcomers with fear and trepidation.
 
    
 
   “They are friends,” SB Sherman stated.  
 
    
 
   The man and woman were both wearing blue and grey outfits and had small backpacks tightly strapped on. The woman had a medium complexion, oval face, with narrow brown eyes, and long, straight, silky, dark-brown hair parted down the middle.  She was slender, fit and moved with purpose.  Over her ear was a device of some kind. She was holding a single-handed weapon, which she used to point at the panting man.  She shifted the aim away nearly immediately.
 
    
 
   Her male counterpart, whose clothing was a match to that of the woman’s, also had a medium complexion, but somewhat lighter than the woman.  He was taller than she, and had short, curly, dark-brown hair and intense hazel eyes.  His lean and muscular frame moved with precision.  He too had a device over an ear, but he carried a two-handed weapon.  A second weapon was in a holster on his belt.  
 
    
 
   “Where are the others?” the woman demanded.  
 
    
 
   The escaped man, still huffing with exhaustion and fear, mumbled a rely.  “In the biome.  They automacube got them.”
 
    
 
   “Not for long!” the woman barked.  “SB Sherman, open the door.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Cammarry,” the mechanical voice replied.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, that new weapon gets one chance,” Cammarry stated, as they moved into the biological habitat.  “If it fails, this will be used.” She looked at the Willie Blaster she held.  “Use yours too, none of these slaves are going back.”  
 
    
 
   “Siva and Peter are confident this prototype AWAD will work.  They made it using standard parts in an unusual configuration.  Pretty ingenious. If close enough, they said it will even disrupt a security automacube,” Jerome said and patted the long weapon.  It was an olive-drab color with a tubular barrel seventy centimeters long, and a thick and insulating butt stock.  Under the tube was a sliding lever, just in front of the trigger assembly.  Jerome cocked that lever back, then slid it forward again. “The EMP and ND are ready!”
 
    
 
   “One chance only,” Cammarry said.  “Then I do it my way.  Sandie?  Where are the automacubes?”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry snuck out of the door and hid among the rocky areas, squatting down and getting as much cover and concealment as possible.  
 
    
 
   “There is a security automacube moving away from this location, roughly one-hundred-twelve meters from here, traveling along the edge of the escarpment,” Sandie replied.  “There are three others approaching from the jungle path.”
 
    
 
   “Here is your one chance.  Are you ready?” Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   Jerome peered over the top of a rock, and aimed the weapon.  He double checked that it was ready, then he nodded.  
 
    
 
   She then stepped out from the rocky cliff face and yelled.  “Here I am!  Come and get me!”
 
    
 
   The red automacube whirled about on its drive wheels, just as Cammarry dove back among the rocks. 
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!  Bullets ricocheted off the rocks nearby.  
 
    
 
   Waap!  Jerome fired the AWAD, and then cocked it again. 
 
    
 
   There was no visible effect on the red automacube.  It was rolling quickly toward them, and was about sixty yards away.
 
    
 
   Waap!   Jerome fired again.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  Cammarry fired at nearly the exact same time.  
 
    
 
   The red automacube spun about from the impact of Cammarry’s Willie Blaster projectiles.  One struck it on the front right side, and the second caught it in the lower middle front.  The weapon muzzle on the automacube was destroyed, and the machine surged a bit as its left side drive wheels spun about.  Fluids were leaking out, and its final movements were a herky-jerky shudder of broken internal machinery.  
 
    
 
   “Did this have any effect?” Jerome asked.  He cocked the AWAD again.  
 
    
 
   “You had your one chance,” Cammarry smiled and laughed a bit at him. “I was not impressed.  Now we save those people.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry rushed out and darted quickly across the rocks to where they could take cover in the jungle.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Where are the humans?”  Cammarry asked into the com-link.  
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system Sandie responded.  “Using the com-links scanner, I identify three humans who are immobilized.  Conjectures show high probability they were slaves attempting escape.”
 
    
 
   “Not who they are, but where?” Cammarry snapped angrily.  
 
    
 
   “The nearest is just ahead near the cliff face.  They others are in the jungle.  You will find a path, the second and third are along that path, deeper into the jungle,” Sandie replied.  “There are also two humans and three automacubes approaching along that same path.  They are not security automacubes, it is unlikely these others people are escaping slaves.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry ran as fast as they could toward the spot Sandie indicated.  They found the woman, bound, on the ground.  She looked terrified, and wiggled in a worthless attempt to escape.  
 
    
 
   Jerome knelt down by her.  “We are here to help.  This conflict will stop.  Humans have bigger threats than…”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, if you want to try that AWAD again come with me now.  Philosophize later.”  Cammarry headed up the trail.  “You really chatter too much.”
 
    
 
   “I will be back.  You will be saved.”
 
    
 
   The wide-eyed woman wrestled more against her restraints.  
 
    
 
   They entered the jungle.  Cammarry vaulted over the next body, without even looking at the man’s condition.  Jerome glanced at him, and saw he was breathing, but had been bloodied a bit.  As he ran along behind Cammarry he recalled a reading he had done years before back in Dome 17.  ‘I hope that no more groans of wounded men and women will ever go to the ear of the Great Spirit Chief above, and that all people may be one people.’  Then Jerome added in a whisper, “The Crocks are our real enemies.  Cammarry will learn that soon, I hope.”
 
    
 
   The third man was located, and at that point Cammarry darted off the path and disappeared into the jungle foliage.  Jerome took to the other side of the path, recognizing that she had seen something ahead.  
 
    
 
   Rolling along the pathway was a yellow automacube, followed by a green one, and then two people in patrolman uniforms.  Each patrolman was carrying a high-powered rifle.  Behind them was a white automacube.  
 
    
 
   Very quietly, through the com-link over his ear, Jerome heard Cammarry’s whisper.  “You get one more shot.  I am generous.  Take it when ready.”
 
    
 
   Jerome aimed the AWAD at the approaching automacube.  The distance was much closer than his prior shots which had seemed ineffective.  He sighted in, remembering that Siva and Peter had said the weapon had a meter-wide impact area.  Jerome wished the lead automacube was a red, security model, like the one Cammarry had destroyed, as that would be the best test.  But he fired at the yellow transport automacube anyway.  
 
    
 
   Waap!
 
    
 
   The odd sound echoed through the jungle.  The patrolmen looked around, but did not crouch down, or take any evasive action.  Their actions were surprising in light of the gunfire which had taken place only moments before, but Jerome did not ponder their inactivity for long.  He was busy watching a positive result from his weapon’s action.
 
    
 
   The yellow automacube seized up. Its drive wheels locked in place.  The manipulation arm on its top drooped with loss of power.  
 
    
 
   “Hurrah!”  Jerome cocked the lever on the AWAD and fired at the next automacube.  
 
    
 
   Waap!  
 
    
 
   The green machine was struck by the invisible force.  Again there was a positive response.  This time, the automacube’s systems put several of its drive wheels into a frenzy, while the others locked in place.  The green automacube spun about, then flipped over in the jungle foliage.  
 
    
 
   “Hey!” one of the patrolmen yelled.  He raised his rifle and let off a burst of five rounds.  His rifle burped out the bullets.
 
    
 
   Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang.  
 
    
 
   The wildly inaccurate shooting landed nowhere near where Jerome and Cammarry were hidden.
 
    
 
   Piff!  Cammarry fired her Willie Blaster.
 
    
 
   The patrolman was struck in his chest.  The high-speed projectile destroyed his torso, and his dead body was flung backward.  Cammarry had left the Willie Blaster on its maximum setting.  The other patrolman, a plump woman, took off up the trail, screaming and yelling for help.  She did not bother to even try to aim her rifle, but instead fled in sheer panic.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry aimed, but the patrolman made it around a bend and was hidden from view.  Cammarry raced after her.  Jerome rose and ran along, trying to get a bead on the white automacube.  Just as he was about to fire the AWAD, Cammarry fired her Willie Blaster again.  
 
    
 
   Piff!
 
    
 
   The white automacube exploded with the impact.  Its side caved in, and the exit wound on the other side sprayed out the internal workings of the medical machine.  Cammarry darted around the wreckage.  Jerome caught a glimpse of her face, and she was smiling broadly and leering down at the destroyed automacube.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry wait!  The AWAD works!”  Jerome chased after her.
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.
 
    
 
   The last patrolman fell dead up the trail.  Both of the shots Cammarry had fired had struck into her back.  She went down in a heap.  As Cammarry got to her, she looked down at the dead patrolman.  There was a package of lek sticking up from a pants pocket.  The brown sticks of intoxicating substances had been chewed.  On the patrolman’s belt was a radio.  Cammarry took that off, threw it down, and stomped it into pieces.  The rifle Cammarry slung over her own shoulder.  
 
    
 
   Jerome reached her.  “The AWAD worked.  We could have just disabled that medical automacube.”
 
    
 
   “You had your test,” Cammarry said sullenly.  “I had some revenge.  We both win.” Tapping her com-link she asked, “Sandie? Any more humans or automacubes in the vicinity?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Sandie answered.  “Although my scanning ability from the com-links is limited, and our lattice of compeers here in Alpha’s biome is very limited.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, we need every asset we can acquire, and then use to our advantage here in Alpha,” Jerome said.  “This conflict is a distraction from the real menace of the Crocks.  We have to be ready for them.”
 
    
 
   “Grab that other patrolman’s rifle.  You know that Reproduction and Fabrication still refuses to make us any weapons.  The escaped slaves need what we can provide.”  Cammarry walked down the jungle trail.  “I will start cutting loose the freed slaves.  We need to get them inside the corridors and out of the biome as fast as possible.”
 
    
 
   “I will also reset the yellow and green automacubes.  They can be helpful to ending this conflict.  I sure wish resetting the reds was as easy as the other kinds,” Jerome said.  “We must unite the humans and get ready to face the Crocks.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry took out her medical kit as she squatted down by the unconscious man.  Connecting him to it, she set it to work.  His leg injury was significant, but could be healed.  She injected a syringe as instructed by the medical kit.  Then using a molecular torch, she tenderly and carefully cut loose his restraints, and the cruel permalloy ring which passed through his leg.  The well-healed scar with its open fistula may never heal completely over, without surgical intervention, however, the man would walk rather quickly.  
 
    
 
   The next escapee was in better condition, and Cammarry skillfully set her free from the restraints.  
 
    
 
   “Are you from the flight crew?  I wondered when you would come,” the woman said in a trembling voice.  
 
    
 
   “No.  There is a Captain named, Eris who is working on getting the flight crew reconstituted.  Right now you and your friends need to get out of the biome.”  Cammarry pointed and then gestured.  “Help your friend there to get moving.”
 
    
 
   The green and yellow automacubes were assessed and reset by Jerome.  One placed upright, the machines appeared to have suffered no significant mechanical damage.  He connected the cable from his com-link into an access port on each one, and then Sandie did the rest.  Sandie took the default settings, which the AWAD caused, and set them to answer only to Sandie and the few synthetic brains of Alpha which were allied to them.  The programs were rebooted, and the automacubes looked to be functioning again, but now under different control.  The automacubes then rolled off as instructed on their various new missions.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry finished healing and freeing the last of the escapees.  Together those former slaves moved toward the door in the escarpment.  The three of them. each wounded in his or her own way, hobbled into the underground corridors.  The fourth man, who had escaped through the door, met them  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry stopped briefly after exiting the biome.  
 
    
 
   “What do we do now?” one of the men asked.  He looked bedraggled and near to fainting.  
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman is friendly to our cause,” Jerome addressed the four.  “Listen to that system, and you will be led to a safe place.”
 
    
 
   “What is that weapon,” the woman asked.  She pointed to the AWAD.  
 
    
 
   “Some friends made it for me.  It disables the automacubes by striking them with a remote electromagnetic pulse, and neutrino disruptor.  It wipes the logs and sets them back to default mode.  The slave traders will never be able to use them again.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, we are leaving.  They are free and can follow the instructions of SB Sherman now.”  Cammarry threw one of the slaves the rifle she had taken from the dead patrolman, then turned and marched rapidly away.  She began speaking in a very quiet conversation with Sandie via the com-link.
 
    
 
   “Do we come with you?” another of the men asked. 
 
    
 
   “Not for now,” Jerome answered.  “Like I said, follow SB Sherman’s instructions, and you will reach a safe place.”  He then held out the rifle he had taken from the dead patrolman, and reluctantly handed it to one of the escapees.  “We have bigger threats than the slave traders.  At least they are humans.  Only use the rifles as a last resort.  Follow SB Sherman’s guidance.” Jerome sprinted away. 
 
    
 
   “Huh?” the man said and looked at the rifle in his hands.  
 
    
 
   The four escapees walked along and down the corridor.  The bulkhead door sealed behind them as the newly freed slaves passed through.
 
    
 
   “I do not know your names,” SB Sherman stated.  “None of you have any implanted identification markers.”
 
    
 
   “Right.  Those slave-traders ripped it out of all of us when we were revived.”  The man rubbed his skin where the implants had been crudely removed.  “My name is Inteus, but none of the slave masters ever called me that.  I was just property to them.  But I am so thirsty.  Is there water around here?”
 
    
 
   “I did not think of that,” SB Sherman stated.  “Forgive me.  There is a functional lavatory forty meters ahead, and to your left.  I will light up the way, and open the doors for you.”
 
    
 
   The four escapees slowly ambled toward the lavatory, with the man named Inteus in the lead.  He was carrying a rifle, and the others were supporting each other as they walked.  
 
    
 
   SB Sherman stated, “Please do not stray off the lighted path, as my abilities are limited, and I cannot track you since you lack implants.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you keep reminding us.” Inteus walked along, as he reached a corner, he spied an ESRC on the side wall.  He rushed over and stood in front of the ESRC.
 
    
 
   “There are some emergency supplies inside,” SB Sherman said and activated the door to open.  “Take all that you need.  I will put in an order with Reproduction and Fabrication to replace them.”
 
    
 
   Inteus shook his head, but looked through the ESRC supplies.  He passed out some of the boxes of food stored in suspended animation.  The tools were taken out, but some of them were rusted and corroded.  He threw the useless tools down in disgust.   
 
    
 
   The four escapes continued walking toward the lavatory.  There they drank their fill of water, and then stripped off the soiled rags which were clothing.  There was no shower in the lavatory, but they used the sink and water to wash their hair, and scrub themselves as clean as possible.    
 
    
 
   “I look terrible,” Inteus said as he gazed at his own reflection in the mirror behind the sink.  His light blond hair was shaggy, his beard unkempt, and his cheeks hollow.  His blue eyes blinked as some water dripped down from his mop of hair.  
 
    
 
   “We are all a mess.  I cannot believe we were slaves,” the woman said.  “By the way, my name is Doreen.  I was at a lek plantation when the blue automacubes set us free.  Good to use names again.”
 
    
 
   “I do not suppose they have a personal attendant automacube available?   Or an old-time barbershop nearby?  The habitat personnel were supposed to be from some luddite-type of group.  Not Amish, if I recall, but something like that. Oh, those parsons and their accursed Goddess Araceli….” Inteus’ words trailed off.  He wept.  “Not the pacifist Amish of history, not at all.”  
 
    
 
   One of the other men looked at the sink and then yelled out, “Slaves!”  He slammed his fist into the sink.  It did not shatter or break, but his fist was badly bruised.  “Never again will I be a slave.” As he rubbed his sore fist, he looked down at the healed wound where the link of chain had passed through his leg, behind the Achilles’ heel.  “I will get revenge for that too!”  He drew back to strike the sink again, but then the throbbing in his fist reminded him to control his anger.  He stormed out of the lavatory.  “So where are the others?”
 
    
 
   “Gilbert!  Wait!” Doreen called.  “I am too exhausted to go on.”
 
    
 
   “Rodolfo, how hurt are you?”  Inteus asked.  
 
    
 
   “Those strangers gave me medical attention, with some advanced technology.  I will live.”
 
    
 
   “We need to stay together,” Doreen said.  
 
    
 
   “Gilbert will not go far,” Inteus said.  “None of us can go far.  SB Sherman?  How far do we have to go?  To get to that safe place?”
 
    
 
   “The pathway to the other escaped slaves is illuminated for you,” SB Sherman stated.  “It will be a long walk, roughly forty-three kilometers from your current location, but as you move I will keep the doors closed so that no pursuers can follow you in these corridors.  You are free to sleep and rest along the way, but do not go back up into the biome.  You are beneath the sand-hills section of the biome.  We have very few assets in the biome.  You can remain on this level which will lead you to an elevator bank.  From there you will need to take an elevator to the solar mimicry level where you can proceed to the safe domicile which we have for you escaped slaves.  It is near Reproduction and Fabrication.  I believe you will find replacement clothing, footwear, additional food, and other items made by the care of SB Bodowa.”
 
    
 
   “No security automacubes in here?” 
 
    
 
   “I am able to keep the automacubes and the patrols away from your location while your travel,” SB Sherman stated.  “It looks to them like the doors are experiencing mechanical failures.  It is our way of assisting you escapees to reach the safe haven.”
 
    
 
   Inteus looked at his bare feet.  “I have nowhere else to go, but I must sleep first.  I suppose the lavatory is as good as any place.  Better than my slave quarters.” 
 
    
 
   “And at least here we are free,” Gilbert said as he returned to the lavatory.
 
    
 
   The four found places on the floor of the lavatory where they could recline, eat their food, and drink water.    
 
    
 
   “But who were our rescuers?” Inteus asked.
 
    
 
   SB Sherman answered from the hidden overhead speakers.  “This is what I can tell you.  Jerome and Cammarry….”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2 get it to jerome
 
    
 
    
 
   “I think this was important,” Borko called to his siblings.  His brown hands clutched the bound book he had found.  He jumped down from the top shelf of the cabinet he had been climbing.    
 
    
 
   “But in this crummy light, how can you ever read a book?”  Dmitar called back to his brother.  All three of the triplets had medium brown hair, dark skin, and wide, dark-brown eyes.  They were wearing the clothing of their adopted group, the Chicken People.   The shirts had been tailored to fit their preadolescent frames, but done so in a manner that could be let out as they grew taller.  The same was true for the heavy pants they wore. 
 
    
 
   “You could read it in the Fruit People’s orchards.  Those places are as bright as back home,” Jadran added.  “Or we can wait until we get back to the rooms and turn up the lights in the apartment.”
 
    
 
   “Dick and Fedders say our lights are too bright and mess up the chickens.”  Dmitar took on a mocking tone and strutted around in imitation of the adult men who led the group.  “Our chickens must have the proper food, water, temperature, and lighting for the best roosting, nesting, and feeding.  Now my brother Fedders can tell you about the eggs.  They…” 
 
    
 
   “Those big birds are not chickens,” Jadran interrupted the mocking.  “Chickens are not this big!”  He raised his hand.  It was an argument the precocious boys had had ever since they had come, onto the needle ship.  The Chicken People ridiculed the boys’ ideas, and even dismissed the adults from Beta who agreed with the boys.  The Chicken People called the birds they raised, which were central to their existence, chickens, but the boys remembered the chickens from Habitat Beta which were much smaller and less aggressive.
 
    
 
   “Right,” Dmitar agreed.  “They are way too mean and big to be real chickens.  A real chicken….”  
 
    
 
   “Whatever!  They still taste good,” Borko retorted, as he knew that was the only point about the chickens that the people from Beta agreed about with the people on the needle ship.  Borko did not want to, yet again, get into the circular argument about chickens, and was more eager about what to do with the book he had just discovered.  “So what do we do with this book?”
 
    
 
   “Can we trade it for more fruits?”  Jadran asked.  “Maybe like those apricot fruit bars?”
 
    
 
   “Those are not apricots, they call them something else like; nectacotum, grapples, blood-limes, rangour, plucums, and peacotots.  Like the chickens, they have funny words for stuff.  Instead, I think we should get some leather from the Goat People.  We need that, right?”  Dmitar suggested.  “I still think we can make bows and arrows if we just get better leather for the strings.”
 
    
 
   “And real wood to cure and shape for the bow!”  Jadran added.  “But those roustabouts seem to get what little wood there is here for their carousel.  I hear it is being built nicely, but will be some time before anyone can ride on it.”
 
    
 
   “It will never be like the carousel in Beta with the sky tube shining down on it.  That was a fun place,” Dmitar added.  “Do you think they will be carving leopards on this one?”
 
    
 
   “What about the book!” Borko interjected.  He looked around the deserted apartment the boys had broken into.  It was mostly a shambles of junk, covered in growth medium with mushrooms growing all around.  The book had been in a sealed compartment at the top of the shelves.  “I think we should get this book to that fellow Jerome, the one who claims to be from Earth.  He is always asking about books and stuff.”
 
    
 
   “And trying to quote from them,” Jadran laughed.  “He says weird stuff.” 
 
    
 
   “But he is way off somewhere at the far end of this place, past the Fruit People, and even past the Goat People.  Mother will never let us take this to him, but I do think he would like it.  He and that Cammarry lady can get stuff made, anything they want.  I bet we could get real bows and arrows made if we traded with him,” Dmitar argued.  “But how do we get it to him?”
 
    
 
   “Well,” Borko paused as his mind was working out a plan.  “Mother said there was a group taking eggs to the Fruit People.  That would take us part of the way there.  We could go along.  We are going to be eight years old in a few months, so that counts, right?  When we get to that trading center, then we see if any of the Goat People, like ‘Uncle’ Khin, are there.  He would trade fair.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, our ‘uncle’!  He talks as funny as Jerome.”
 
    
 
   “Just in a different way,” Dmitar began to imitate Khin.  “As my father says, a pain in the brain will drive anyone insane.”
 
    
 
   Borko and Jadran laughed and laughed.  Dmitar’s imitation of Khin was hilarious.  
 
    
 
   “But Khin would trade fair. Only we do not tell mother,” Borko said between chuckles, “about the book or she will turn it over to Dick and Fedders so it can be shared with everyone.  We use it for trade for ourselves.  Promise?”
 
    
 
   The three brothers put their hands together, Borko holding the precious book in his other hand.  As they gripped each other’s hand they said in unison, “It is a promise!”
 
    
 
   The triplets trudged back through the dim corridors, avoiding the chickens which ran past on occasion.  The meter-high birds tended to peck angrily at anyone or anything that was in their way, and the boys were thankful for the heavy covering on their legs.  Passing the halls which led to the brooder, the boys snuck around until they made it to the apartment which had been opened up for them by the Chicken People.  Nearly everyone the boys knew who was from Beta had an apartment in that corridor.  The apartments had been cleaned of the growth medium, and supplied with beds, pillows of chicken feathers, blankets, and some basic supplies.  Running water, just cold, worked in each of the apartments, as did the toilets and the overhead lighting.  Cooking surfaces in the kitchens of most apartments worked, although that was more inconsistent.    
 
    
 
   “So there you are,” Alisa, their mother, called out as the triplets approached.  Her short, straight black hair was parted on the side.  Her facial features were similar to that of her triplets, but her complexion was lighter color.  She smiled widely as she spoke.  “I wondered if you would be back by supper.  Did you finish the work?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” all three replied in unison.  
 
    
 
   “Did you go exploring again?”  Her brown eyes twinkled as she looked over her sons.  “I know this place has so many secrets to reveal, but I do want you to be careful.”
 
    
 
   “We know,” again the boys responded in unison.  
 
    
 
   “Borko, you are hiding something,” Alisa said.  “There is either an object in your pants, or you have a huge bruise on your thigh.  I know these chickens here can strike hard, but those pants I cut for you have padding to prevent injuries.  So what did you find?”
 
    
 
   The boys looked at each other and their countenance dropped.  
 
    
 
   Alisa squatted down.  “Boys, since we came to the needle ship I have worked hard to get us to fit in with these people and their ways.  I know this is not like the village on the sea.  Things are odd and strange here.  There are good things too. No gravity sink holes.  We have not seen a single crusher here, right?”
 
    
 
   The boys nodded as they submitted to the embrace of their mother.  She hugged them all pulling them close.  “Nor have we been threatened by the crazy Ferryman and his ilk.  So, if I ask what you found, it is not because I am trying to spoil your fun, or ruin some adventure you three have cooked up.  It is because since your dad was killed by the crusher, I have had to look out for you all, and you have had to look out for me.  We have done pretty well.  You three will be powerful, brave, and generous men like your dad.  You each look so much like him already, it is remarkable. Okyin would be so proud of you for getting me here where we are safe.  You have done your dad proud!”
 
    
 
   The boys stood there, mouths open.  Their mother often heaped praise on them, so much so it sometimes felt like fawning, but seldom in the name of their dad.  His death had been a horrific loss to them all.  
 
    
 
   “We found a book,” Borko said and pulled it from where he had unsuccessfully tried to hide it.  “We thought we could trade it to that Jerome man and get some bows and arrows.  The cavies here would be much easier to hunt with proper weapons and not just knives and spears.”
 
    
 
   Alisa carefully took the book in her hands.  “Well, let us look at it ourselves first.  Come into the apartment and I will turn up the lights so we can read this wonderful find together.”
 
    
 
   “But Dick says…” Dmitar began.
 
    
 
   “I am the leader of this family, and I know what Fedders and Dick say about the lights.  But this is reading, and those overstuffed chickens will just have to deal with a little more light, especially if they want to come and hang out around my doorstep.  Right gentlemen?”
 
    
 
   “Right mom!” the boys echoed.  
 
    
 
    “So what do you have?  ‘Yellow Eyes’ by Rutherford G Montgomery,” Alisa said as she shut the door to the apartment and raised the lighting.  She looked at the inside, “Published in 1937. A novel.  Well, well, this is an interesting find.  I think this was written something like a hundred years before the Great Event, if I recall the old calendar correctly.  If you are going to take it to the trading event tomorrow, then we better get to reading it together tonight.”
 
    
 
   The boys again looked at each other, this time in awe, smiles growing on their young faces.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know there is a group taking eggs and chicken products to the Fruit People tomorrow.  I assume you three will want to go.”  She smiled at her sons.  “Now, the only thing is, I do not want you to try to take this book all the way to where that Jerome lives.  It is too far for my sons to be traveling in this strange needle ship.  However,” she waved her finger at them all.  “However, you may see who is there from the Goat People, and if you want to make a trade, or place this book on consignment with one of them, I think that may work.  I agree the bows and arrows would be helpful.  I would also welcome some ammunition for my own rifle, but perhaps I am still too suspicious of there being hoodlums around.  I must keep working, so I cannot go with you, but there are two hunters who are going, Kristijan and Dusan, and they will escort you, as a favor for me.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks!”  Borko whooped the loudest, but his brothers’ voices were not much less in decibels.  
 
    
 
   Alisa looked them over.  “So we eat our supper, and then I will begin reading this book.  I wonder what it is about?  I think it is very old, from well before all the Earth was ruined in that huge global conflict.  A wonderful find, boys. Just wonderful.  You are absolutely right; Jerome will really want to see this.”
 
    
 
   “Look at that animal!” Borko pointed to the over.  “It is sort of like a leopard, but without the spots.”
 
    
 
   “It is not black like some leopards, either,” Dmitar added.  “It has more muscles too.”
 
    
 
   “You have not seen any more leopards that I have,” Jadran said as he too looked at the brownish yellow cat on the cover.  “So what is that?”
 
    
 
   “Well boys, we better eat and then we can read and find out what that animal is.  It is something like the smaller cats,” she almost said ‘back home’ but resisted at the last moment.  She grieved over the loss of Beta and did not want her boys to see her cry.  She went on, “Like those cats, but different.”  Alisa was already rushing to get the food where the boys could consume it.  She was as interested as they were in the fascinating book.  
 
    
 
   The boys hurried to set the meal out and then as the boys ate, their mother began reading aloud.  
 
    
 
   The next morning, all three boys were tired, from the late night of finishing the novel, but also excited to be on their way.  Alisa accompanied them to where she knew the trade party was assembling.  
 
    
 
   “May my boys accompany you?” Alisa asked.  “They are hard workers, and will not cause any troubles.”
 
    
 
   Neither Dick nor Fedders was there to lead the delegation, but those in charge had no objection.  The leaders for this trade party were a middle-aged couple, Rodney and Obioma.  Neither said much, but just nodded at Alisa and set the boys to work.  The trading party had the boys each carry a backpack filled with dried chicken meat, or feathers, or some mysterious small packages tightly wrapped up in leather.  The eggs they did not allow the boys to carry, and instead toted them along in special containers carried by adults.    
 
    
 
   The two hunter, Kristijan and Dusan, welcomed the boys and assured Alisa that they would watch them all the way there and back.
 
    
 
   “I have been to the Trading Place several times,” Dusan stated.  “It is an easy trip, even in this never-ending dim light.  Boredom will probably be the worst problem we encounter.”  He slapped the heavy padding on his own pants.  “Unless some chickens rush us and attack.”
 
    
 
   Rodney and Obioma gave him puzzled looks.  Obioma then simply said, “Chickens are just, as chickens are.”
 
    
 
   The boys looked like they were about to begin the endless argument about chickens yet again, but Alisa intervened.  “Now you three remember to listen to the adults here.  No escapades off on your own.  Promise me.”
 
    
 
   “We promise,” the triplets replied.  
 
    
 
   After all the gear and trading supplies were packed up, the small band of travelers departed.  Alisa went off to her work.  
 
    
 
   The dimly lit corridors, with their walls having slowly dripping water coming down from what had been ventilation ducts, led to what the Chicken People called a ‘main road’.  That too was a phrase which did not make sense to the boys.  The triplets thought of as a road as something like the broad road which had run all around the sea in Beta and had even crisscrossed the entire biological habitat.  Here, on the needle ship, the main road was just an oversized corridor.  The boys recalled how the horses had stately walked along that corridor when they were moved to be with the Fruit People.  The main road did have one advantage, the growth medium in many places was worn down by foot-traffic to the point where the bare decks were visible.  
 
    
 
   The journey was uneventful, and even though the boys looked for things to make it exciting, they only saw a few rats scurry away to hide, and just one single cavy which was so far down a dim side hall that there was no chance to hunt it.     
 
    
 
   “And here is the Trading Place,” Dusan said after many hours of steady walking.    
 
    
 
   The Chicken People, who were carrying their loads, nodded as if looking at a small child who is expressing simple explanations.  The former Beta hunters and the three boys ignored those glances and studied where they had arrived.  
 
    
 
   The Trading Place was a large open area with a high ceiling.  It was not as big as the boys imagined the Fruit People’s orchards to be, but was large compared to most of the places on the needle ship.  Still, in the boys’ minds, the Trading Place was small.  They remembered vividly the vast sea, rivers, and hills in Beta.  There, where the triplets had grown up, the sky tube was so far overhead that it looked to be millions of meters away, and the far end of the habitat was not visible at all.  That was especially true on rain day when it showered down water all day long.  But here, in the Trading Place, the ceiling was a mere twenty or thirty meters above, and the dim light filtered down on everything.  Tables, booths, and a moderate number of people were in that Trading Place.  
 
    
 
   The triplets unloaded their backpacks, and checking with the Chicken People, Rodney and Obioma, they received some more instructions.  
 
    
 
   “Remember how to trade,” Obioma said.  “Never be rude and butt in.  Always begin with a greeting like, ‘Man from the Goat People, may we speak to you?”
 
    
 
   “What if they are not from the Goat People?” Dmitar asked sarcastically.  Obioma was not amused.
 
    
 
   “You know what I mean,” Obioma responded.  Her eyes were narrowed.  “But try it whatever way you want.  Life will teach you the lessons you need to learn.  Why listen to me?”  She turned away.
 
    
 
   The triplets then wandered around looking at everything.  
 
    
 
   “What are those people doing?” Jadran asked as he pointed to old murals painted on the walls.  Those murals showed people in various states of activity; running, leaping, dancing, and children playing.  Many of the people in the images were holding balls of some kind, or balls were depicted flying between the smiling people. 
 
    
 
   “Looks like some kind of games,” Borko said.  “Maybe?”
 
    
 
   “They must have been happy once,” Dmitar added.  “But that was way long ago.  Must have been before the crushers came.”
 
    
 
   “Mom said there are no crushers here, but too many places look wrecked around here,” Jadran said as he turned around to look at all the murals. “This place is not stomped down like that Special Care Unit place, but lots of ruined things.  Those painting are all flaking off and water has rubbed out some of them.”
 
    
 
   “I have the book,” Borko reminded them.  “Look for ‘Uncle’ Khin or listen for his laugh.  When we find him we can ask for the trade.”
 
    
 
   They passed where the Fruit People, who almost always wore hats, were sitting at their tables with baskets of fruit, fruit bars, and dried fruits.  The boys were tempted, but remembered their goal and kept looking for their adopted uncle.  
 
    
 
   The Trading Place had numerous entrances, and a steady stream of people walked between the booths, tables, and benches.  The flow of traffic came in and went out, and it was the most people then boys had seen since the great feast some weeks before.  On the opposite side of the arena, there was a stand with the Goat People’s products.  The people sitting at the chairs there were dressed like what Khin wore, but none were Khin or his wife Vesna.  The boys knew Vesna even better than Khin, as she was from their same village along the sea coast.  Her serious and steadfast personality put the boys off a bit from seeking her as a trade partner.  She also did not know Jerome like ‘Uncle’ Khin did.  Among the Goat People were some who held rope leashes on which live goats were tied.  Others had various kinds of leather displayed for trade.  One table was covered with a wide variety of cheeses.
 
    
 
   “Well hello!” a woman’s cheerful voice cut through the overall hubbub of the myriad of conversations.  
 
    
 
   “Monika!” The boys cried out and rushed toward her.    
 
    
 
   Monika’s face was happy.  Her pretty, brown hair was neat, and tied back in a simple braid.  Her complexion pale, lighter than many of the others in the room.  She wore the brown clothing of the roustabouts.  Her shirt was billowy, and her pants were loose and baggy.  She had also added other articles to her ensemble, a necklace of some kind of white beads, and several bracelets of gold.  
 
    
 
   “What brings you three here?”  Monika asked as she hugged each of the boys and got an affectionate squeeze in return. “How are you doing?  Have you adjusted to life on the needle ship?  How is your mother?”
 
    
 
   The boys all spoke at once.  They were very happy to see someone from Beta, and the chattered on and babbled so fast Monika could only partially follow what they were saying.  
 
    
 
   “Boys!” Monika interjected.  “One at a time.  Now you Borko, you look like you are about to burst open with information.  What are you here about?”
 
    
 
   Again all three boys sputtered and spoke and tried to make known what they wanted.  Borko tried to pull out the book, but he hesitated as he was unsure if he wanted all the people around to see the treasure he had.    
 
    
 
   Monika raised her voice.  “I will go first then.  Now listen to me!  I came here bringing supplies to Siva, Peter, and Bigelow.  They are working on the new carousel.  It is coming along nicely.  I brought them many machine parts, and some blocks of wood which were fabricated for them.  They are carving the new carousel animals.  Have you come to ride the carousel?  It is not ready yet, and will not be for a few more weeks.  I might be able to arrange for you to come and see the building site.”
 
    
 
   The boys began to speak all at once yet again.  This time, Monika placed a hand quickly over the nearest two boys’ mouths.  She stated with good-natured authority, “Now, if I only had a third hand.  So you Jadran, you tell me why you are here.”
 
    
 
   Jadran, whose mouth was not covered over, replied.  “We want to trade something for real bows and arrows for hunting.  We thought maybe Jerome would be willing to get those made for us.”
 
    
 
   At the name Jerome, Monika’s face split into a very side grin and her eyes looked up and away for a moment.  She said, “Well, I am heading back to speak to Jerome soon.  I have something very important to tell him.  Exciting news really.  I have already finished the deliveries to the carousel builders.  Clearly, you do not want to hear about that, because you have something even more important.  So, what do you have that Jerome would want?”
 
    
 
   Jadran looked at Borko who slipped and twisted away from Monika’s loose grasp.  She then released Dmitar as well. 
 
    
 
   “Can we go somewhere less busy, so I can show you?” Borko asked.  
 
    
 
   “Of course,” Monika replied.  “This must be quite an item.  Did you make it yourselves?  Is it from some chickens, or should we call those big birds something else?” She winked at the boys and then led them out one of the side entrances to a corridor where few people were walking.  
 
    
 
   “They are not regular chickens,” Dmitar interjected.  
 
    
 
   “And this is not from any kinds of birds!” Jadran added.  
 
    
 
   As they stopped in the corridor, Borko pulled out the book.  Even in the dim light, Monika instantly recognized what it was.  “You found him a book?  A real, paper-bound book?”  Her greenish hazel colored eyes grew wide, and her pupils expanded.  She knew Jerome loved old books.  
 
    
 
   “I found it!” Borko said triumphantly.  
 
    
 
   “We helped you,” Dmitar explained.  “We all found an apartment door which no one had opened in like forever, so we jimmied the system and crosscut the power link.  Then the door opened.”
 
    
 
   “But not until after we severed that weld,” Jadran added.  “Someone had welded the door from the inside, so I used a vibration saw to slice into that.  Then we could get the jack into that section to prize the panel open enough to insert the spanner.”
 
    
 
   “But I climbed the shelves and found that book!” Borko said.  “Now, is it worth three bows and three dozen arrows?”
 
    
 
   Monika looked at the book.  The cover art showed the big cat standing sideways, with a large mountain range behind it.  Monika knew it was an image from Old Earth, as nothing in Beta was as big as those mountains.  Her heart also soared as she considered how excited Jerome would be to see a paper-bound book.  She too thought of the leopards of Beta, but recognized that the animal on the cover was something different.  In many ways it reminded her animals they had carved on the carousel as statues.  “This beast is not a tiger, they have stripes.  Not a leopard, but you boys already know that.  It might be a lion, a female one, as the males have a large and shaggy mane around their heads.  But, I think it was called a puma.  Sort of a cousin to the leopards of Beta.  What is the book about?”
 
    
 
   “It is about that animal, that one on the cover, and the conflict in his life.  There is this hunter guy named, Cougar George,” Borko began to explain.  “They try to get Yellow Eyes and his mate, The Golden One  
 
    
 
   “And Treon,” Jadran added.  “He is more like us.  He is an excellent hunter who knows the biome, although the book calls it something else.  Some of the words are odd.  Cougar George was a different kind of person.  So it, well, it is….”
 
    
 
   “But it is not real.  There was no sky tube, but some kind of weird glowing ball thing in the sky.  It rises and sets, and some other silvery thing comes out at night, sometimes.”  Dmitar looked puzzled.  He then explained, “and more kinds of animals that I have never heard about, but the book is so exciting!”
 
    
 
   Monika held the book close to her.  “You say you want three bows and thirty-six arrows for this book?”  She was having trouble containing her own excitement.  
 
    
 
   “For hunting cavies.  Is this book worth that much?  Do you think Jerome would order those things made for us?”  Borko asked.  “We were going to ask ‘Uncle’ Khin, but you know Jerome too!  And you are from Beta!  Mom says we cannot go all the way to see him ourselves.  Are we asking too much?”
 
    
 
   Monika tried hard to put a serious look on her face.  “Boys, I will personally guarantee that you get three bows and thirty-six arrows in trade for this book.  I will order them myself if I have to.  In fact, I will personally make them if I have to.  This is a perfect gift.  Will you trust me to deliver it to Jerome?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!” The boys all replied. 
 
    
 
   “Jerome is your suitor, your betrothed, anyway.  So of course you will see him soon,” Dmitar stated.  “That is part of the omiai.”
 
    
 
   Monika blushed, but then changed the subject.  “I promise you will get the bows and arrows, but I am not sure when they will be ready.  If I have to make them by hand, it will take a bit longer.  If I order them made at Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication, it might be sooner.  The carousel parts have been coming rather quickly.”
 
    
 
   The frown on the boys faces showed they had not expected a delay in getting their prizes.  Monika realized that the children had not completely thought about the details trade, and how it would all work out.  So she added, “I tell you what.  How about I include three excellent spears as well, just because you have to wait?”
 
    
 
   Borko looked at his brothers.  Then they all agreed.  
 
    
 
   “I will get word to you when they are ready, and I might bring them to the Chicken People myself.”  Monika hugged the boys.  “Now can I get you some good foods before I head back?  My treat.”
 
    
 
   They walked back into the Trading Place and picked up some trays from a serving table.  Then the triplets and Monika shared a meal together.  They combined chicken, sautéed mushrooms, fresh fruits, and cheeses, all picked up at various booths or tables.  Monika traded for the foods and glasses of juice with items she had in her pockets.  They sat together at an empty table and ate.  After finishing, Monika was preparing to leave and had the book all packed up, when the boys again began asking her questions.  
 
    
 
   “Has Jerome read this book?  Now, be sure to tell Jerome it came from us,” Borko said.  “I sure hope this book is new to him.  He has read so much; I hate to think he knows this story already.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry is the one who knows the stories,” Jadran interjected.  “Jerome just recites the things he has read.”
 
    
 
   “Hey, what about Cammarry?” Dmitar asked.  “She is like his sister, right?  Will she feel left out that we did not give her something for trade?”
 
    
 
   Borko’s face fell. “I did not think of that.  Have we offended her?  Remember what they said about ritual trading?  Have we messed up?”
 
    
 
   “I thought she was his cousin,” Jadran stated.  “But when I have asked, no one knows.  Someone called them age-mates, but is that like twins, triplets, or quads?  Someone else said there were twenty-five of those age-mates, but that is impossible.  Not even animals have twenty-five in a litter, right?  Is she his sister or his cousin?  Monika?  You are betrothed to him in the omiai so you would know.  Which is it?  Do they have the same parents? Or are they cousins?”
 
    
 
   Monika’s face reddened again, and was unsure how to answer.  “I am not sure about their parents.  Neither of them has spoken to me of their mothers or fathers, so I cannot tell you.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe they died in a crusher,” Borko said.  “That is hard to talk about.  I did hear them say once something about all the people back in some dome who died.  Was it like that Special Care Unit which got all stomped down and crushed?  Or like our village?  It got all sucked away after it was already crushed.  I mean we hardly talk about our dad, and we are kids.  Now Beta is… gone… just gone.”
 
    
 
   Borko wiped his eyes and looked at his brothers.  Dmitar and Jadran also had some tears running down their faces.  Monika squatted down and pulled them all into a group hug.  She kissed each of them on the forehead, patted them on their backs, and held them tightly.  
 
    
 
   “What you saw in Beta was hard.  It was bad, terrible.  All of us from Beta had a great loss, and I cry about that too,” she said.  “For Jerome and Cammarry it was a lot like that, except even further away.  That Dome 17 of theirs was so far away, and they will never see anyone from there again.  Not everyone died, some went to a different place, but even with all that advanced technology they have, like the teleporters, they cannot go there or even talk to them.  Not even with the synthetic brains, or their artificial intelligence system, Sandie.  So in a way, we are luckier than they are.  We still have our friends from Beta.  You have me, and the roustabouts, and the hunters, and even the old people you helped to save.  Jerome and Cammarry have no one at all from Dome 17.  I just let Jerome talk to me as he wants.  He was alone for some time when Cammarry was lost.  During that time he thought he had lost everything and everyone he had even known.”  Monika paused.  She was quiet and let the boys cry as much as they needed to, even though some of the Fruit People, Chicken People, and Goat People gave disapproving glances their way.  When they had composed themselves, she asked, “Did you want special colored bows?  Or should I just make them to be efficient and good for hunting?”
 
    
 
   The boys dried their tears.  
 
    
 
   Borko answered.  “You and the roustabouts made such nice statues on the carousel, whatever you think is fine for me.”
 
    
 
   His brothers nodded agreement.  
 
    
 
   “Do I need to take you back to the group you came with?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “No, we can find them easy.  Thank you!”  
 
    
 
   The boys each hugged Monika individually before they walked off.  
 
    
 
   “Children are awesome,” Monika said as they disappeared in the crowded Trading Place.  She rubbed her stomach, then burped.  She patted her abdomen and grinned to herself. “Good food, children, and now a special gift.  Today is looking like a good day!”
 
    
 
   Alone, Monika set off for where she had made a place for herself to live.  It was a long, but easy walk.  It was near the Goat People’s grand hall, but set off a distance.  Her place was a short distance to where Jerome was staying.  The book for him was carefully protected in a part of Monika’s carry-bag.  As she walked, she pondered what had happened.  
 
    
 
   Monika had traveled to and from the Trading Place, which was located in the Fruit People’s section of the needle ship, many times since the evacuation of Beta.  She had first traveled near there when the horses were taken from the teleportation room, a place which was far too small to house horses for long.  They were taken to the orchards where the Fruit People had much more room.  That first trip was rather surreal in Monika’s memory.  All the evacuees from Beta had been traumatized and stressed about the loss of the entire biome.  However, being on the needle ship was an enormous adjustment.  Nearly everything about the needle ship was different than Habitat Beta.  Places that the needle ship’s inhabitants thought of as spacious and large, were not.  Monika considered them large chambers, but nothing in size compared to the biome.  The orchards, with their glowing orbs of light, were only as bright as a typical day under the sky tube in Beta.  The Fruit People wore goggles against that glare, but that level of light was nothing for Monika, or for the horses she helped to deliver there.  On that first trip, she had been with other roustabouts, as they followed the Fruit People through the dimly lit corridors, across the strange growth medium on the floors, stepping on, over, and around the mushrooms which sprouted up from that growth medium.  The Fruit People could see well in that dim light, and were content with it constantly being on.  Monika liked the difference between night and day she had known in the biome.  The Fruit People were amazed at the size of the horses, and did try to do a nice job of welcoming those from Beta who wanted to stay with them.  
 
    
 
   “I guess I am adjusting,” Monika said to herself as she steadily walked along.  She knew the path back, and took the appropriate turns, climbed stairs, descended ramps, and opened doors.  She made her way through what, to her mind, she thought of as a derelict ship.  It was similar in some superficial ways to the corridors and hallways in the ring outside of the biome of Beta, yet those corridors were not gummed up with the strange concoction which produced the mushrooms.  She remembered that parts of the Beta biome were wet, even during the long drought, and other parts were dry.  On the needle ship nearly everything was dim, dank, and damp.  
 
    
 
   Several rats looked out from an old air duct, which now dripped water down from its corner.  As Monika walked toward them, they made some grunting noises and scampered away. Rats were everywhere on the needle ship, and were a food source for many of the inhabitants.  Monika knew rats had existed in her home biome, but they were seldom seen.  Even less often were rats used as food.  What she remembered was riding horses across the biome ever since she could walk.  Then she had felt like she could ride forever with the horse between her legs, knees pressed in, her hair and the horse’s mane flying free in the air.  The biome was filled with animals, but the needle ship had only a few varieties.  Cavies wandered in various places and were considered a prize to hunt.  Goats were an obvious staple of the Goat People, and then there were the chickens.  Monika laughed to herself.  They were not chickens, as she knew chickens.  These birds were large, fast, ugly, and mean.  They did taste good, but not like chicken.  In Beta there had been a wide range of foods, vegetables and meats, on the needle ship, not so much.
 
    
 
   Monika also thought about the other survivors who had come from Beta.  Her walk allowed her to ruminate and recollect and contemplate.  She had much on her mind.    
 
    
 
   “The roustabouts are adjusting,” she said as she walked.  “Yes, they are.”
 
    
 
   Monika thought about the surviving friends she had.  Siva, Peter, and to a lesser extent, Bigelow, were coping adequately.  Bigelow was drinking more than ever, but they were working on a new carousel.  The Fruit People had given them a chamber to remodel and make into a place for a new carousel.  They were fairly content in that undertaking, and had repaired the overhead globe of light to its original intensity.  They set it to a circadian rhythm which was much more like Beta’s day and night cycles.  Monika had not realized how much she missed bright light, and its opposite, darkness, until she had spent days and days in the dim light of the needle ship.
 
    
 
   “Here I am walking alone on this old ship,” Monika commented, “but it is no older than Beta.  It just feels so old and decrepit.  Well, Jenna understands.”
 
    
 
   Jenna, the former leader of the roustabouts, had not joined directly in the building of the new carousel.  Jenna was working with the Goat People and helping the refugee children who were with those people.  The refugee children from Beta were fewer in number than the offspring of the Goat People, but those children had been severely troubled and haunted by what they had endured in the escape.  Monika’s thoughts went back to children.  Always the children were in her mind.  Children laughing, singing, and playing on the carousels she had helped to build, but those happy images were overpowered by the victims and the survivors who had witnessed horrific carnage.  All the roustabout’s adopted children had been viciously murdered, and Monika could never forget them.  She carried their names, faces, voices, and stories in her heart and mind.  The triplets boys had reminded her of those slain children.  For a time, before Jerome and Cammarry had reconnected with the roustabouts, she had thought every-single-one of the children she had known was dead.  Then there was the seemingly miraculous return of Dewi and Nabila.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, yes,” Monika wiped tears from her eyes.  “They escaped the Ferryman.”  She shed tears of sorrow, mourning, and loss, as well as tears of joy for the return of Dewi and Nabila, and tears of hope for the other groups of children who were rescued.  Monika imagined them all someday riding the new carousel.  They too would visit and have a lark as they went round and round and round, up and down, and listened to the music.  
 
    
 
   “I am getting just too emotional,” Monika said as she passed an especially dismal part of the ruined corridors which people called the main road.  
 
    
 
   Eventually, she made her way past the turn off where the hallways would have taken her to the grand hall where most of the Goat People lived.  Instead, she pressed on and went directly to where Jerome was bound to be.  
 
    
 
   The refurbished pressure doors were sealed with a nine-section color control pad.  The colors on the pad glowed brightly, indicating the power levels in the rooms beyond were high.  With the fusion technology Jerome and Cammarry used, Monika was not surprised at all.  They too set their rooms on a diurnal schedule.  Monika wondered what time it was, and realized again that she was unsure if the rhythms set by Jerome and Cammarry were the same as those set by Siva, Peter, and Bigelow.  She considered, not for the first time, that the whole ship needed a set chronograph, yet without a full lattice of compeers, the majority of the technology on the needle ship was segmented, isolated, and fragmentary.  She knew blue automacubes were making repairs constantly, but the progress was hard to see.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?”  Monika said as she stood before the closed pressure doors.  “Is this is good time to visit?”
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system Sandie responded.  “Monika!  Yes, the time is good for your visit.”  Her voice came from covert speakers somewhere near the pressure doors and was only slightly mechanical sounding.  Sandie was far different from the synthetic brains of the Conestoga, and even though some peopled called Sandie a spirit-ghost, Monika understood Sandie as the most advanced AI on the Conestoga, since Sandie had come from Earth with Jerome and Cammarry.  “This is actually an opportune moment, in fact.  A good time for you to visit.  What a pleasant surprise.  If you would allow me to equip you with a com-link we could stay in touch in a better way, and I would have known you were coming.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” Monika replied.  “This time, I will take you up on that.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Sandie replied.  “Come right in.  I am in conversation with Jerome and Cammarry, but I conjecture your visit will be a needed diversion.”
 
    
 
   The pressure doors slid apart, and bright, warm light flooded out.  That was a welcome sign.  It was daytime here.  The place which once was called the Goat Room, opened before her.  Now it was called the Teleportation Hub, or Teleporter, or various other names.  It depended on who one spoke with.  The large teleportation receiving pad, which Jerome and Cammarry had built after coming to the Conestoga dominated the room.  Monika remembered vividly stepped though that on her escape from Beta.  There were two smaller teleporters, one still operational for sending and receiving to Habitat Alpha, and the other was what had been the Beta unit.  Monika could see that many of the components of Beta’s teleporter, had been disassembled.  Habitat Beta was a ruined and toxic deathtrap now, so there was no need to keep this end of that teleporter in working condition.  Along one wall was the equipment which produced food ration bars, which both Jerome and Cammarry seemed to depend on for their nourishment. 
 
    
 
   Monika looked for Jerome as she felt in her carry-bag for the book she was bringing him.  She heard him before she saw him.
 
    
 
   “…but we need to face the real threat, not get sidetracked by that merely human conflict in Alpha,” Jerome said with enthusiasm.  
 
    
 
   “You have said that many times.  I have heard it already.  However, we have seen no signs of the Crocks anywhere near Alpha, and we do not know what caused the gravity sink holes.  We only saw those in Beta.  Sandie cannot even figure that out, so why not fix the problems we can address?” Cammarry asked with a jagged edged laugh.  She was obviously trying to lighten the conversation, but her efforts were not going well.  “The needle ship is fine for now, but the people here will need a biological habitat that is sustainable.  This orbiting make-shift platform is not stable for the long run.  In Alpha there is a stable biome, and with the help of the escaped slaves, there is a way to take it over.  Those escapees need to be equipped to wage guerilla warfare to do that.  There are at least a dozen people now living around the Reproduction and Fabrication center.  They have taken out a few patrols, but can do much more.  We can make more raids like the last one.  Those people need us now.  We make a good team, Jerome.  We really do.”
 
    
 
   “But we are wasting our energy and efforts on the urgent, and ignoring the truly important.  We do not even know if the general population in Alpha will support those kinds of changes.  Guerrilla war is a kind of war waged by the few but dependent on the support of many,” Jerome said.  “The Crock threat is bigger.  It is a distinct danger to all of us.  The Crock told us, ‘You Leave Now’ remember?” 
 
    
 
   “Of course,” Cammarry retorted, and coldly smiled.  “We were there together, as a team.”  
 
    
 
   “It is vital we built defenses against the Crocks now!”  Jerome’s voice was intense.  “Sandie, we must build the weapons to do orbital bombardment as quickly as possible.”  Jerome was pacing and flexing his arm muscles as he yelled.
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came now from the com-links that were over both Jerome’s and Cammarry’s ears.   “Jerome, I agree with Cammarry.  We do not have any specific proof that the Crocks were responsible for what happened to Beta.  We also do not have any targets on the planet’s surface, even if we did have clear and convincing evidence that the Zalian civilization was responsible.  So at best, orbital bombardment is a distant possibility.  The escapees need our attention now.  I disagree with Cammarry on launching a guerilla war.  Those reanimated people need a hospital where their psychological, emotional, spiritual, and physical needs can be addressed.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry crossed her arms across her breasts. “You mean like the Special Care Unit?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “I mean a hospital where traumatized people can be safe, get the recovery time they need, and receive proper medical care.”
 
    
 
   “A habitat will be the place for something like that,” Cammarry reluctantly agreed.  “But we have no friendly habitats to place people.  Perhaps one of the other habitats can be located?”
 
    
 
   “Eris is looking for those other habitats.  When we find where they are, we must have a way of doing orbital bombardments of the Crocks to keep them away from those habitats.  For all we know, the Crocks are setting up gravity sinks and gravity holes to destroy other habitats!” Jerome stomped back toward the apartment and out of sight. Monika admired his medium complexion, short and curly dark brown hair, and his lean and muscular frame.  However, his tones and words were troubling.  He was more agitated than she expected.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris is searching for the habitats to seek ways to save people, especially those still in suspended animation,” Sandie said in an attempt to sooth Jerome’s emotions.  
 
    
 
   “Captain?  Captain Eris? She is just a child and will do as she is told,” Jerome snapped.  “I will not allow her to run off like she did just to get that shuttle.  That was as crazy as when Cammarry ran away and got infected or injected with that Shadow thing.  We need to strike the Crocks hard, and get them to back off every part of the Conestoga, before they unleash some of those gravity sink holes again!”
 
    
 
   “Crazy?” Cammarry looked down at the deck, but a moment later she looked up.  Cammarry’s face showed she was fuming in her own anger.  “I have already apologized for that.  I had to deal with Shadow, not you!” 
 
    
 
   Monika wondered why Sandie had said it was a time to visit.  Clearly there was a heated argument going on.
 
    
 
   “Oh, be quiet!” Jerome snapped at Cammarry.  His eyes were bulging and his face was reddened.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry glared at him, her arms firmly crossed, her lips tight.  
 
    
 
   He softened only slight as he looked at Cammarry.  “I know you are sorry, but between you running off, twice, leaving me alone, and that foolish child Eris risking her life, without asking us, all for a shuttle, I am stick of being the only mature and clear-thinking one here.  Orbital bombardment is the only way to be sure.”
 
    
 
   “I cannot support such a plan,” Sandie stated flatly.  “SB Bodowa will not build weapons for us, without a very good reason, and I will not order bombs and other such weapons to be made in Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication under these circumstances.  Not unless much greater evidence is found linking the Crocks with the gravity sink hole phenomena or otherwise connecting them with the destruction of Beta,” Sandie adamantly countered.  “Additionally, I doubt Captain Eris will support such a plan of orbital bombardment.”
 
    
 
   “Captain?  What choice does she have?” Jerome snipped.  “She is just a youth, and her opinions hardly count for anything.  Children should be seen and not heard.  Who is supervising what Eris does?”
 
    
 
   “Hello?” Monika tentatively entered the conversation.  She had watched long enough and was hopeful that the good news she was bringing would lighten the mood and instill some joy in the two adventurers.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry relaxed visibly, yet kept her arms crossed, “Monika, I am glad you are here.  We were just…”
 
    
 
   Jerome ignored Monika, and glared at Cammarry while he interrupted her.  “Do you even know what we are talking about? We both came from Dome 17, and yet again, I have to explain it all to you.  The Crocks are trying to wipe us all out.  Remember the big, scary-looking creature we saw through the clear permalloy?  They set up…”
 
    
 
   “Do not talk to me like that,” Cammarry snapped back.  “I do not deserve your condescending….”
 
    
 
   “Come on, you were the one with that Shadow implant, and if I had not come after you, you would still be trapped in the Special Care unit.  Does no one understand any of this?”  Jerome’s voice was louder than Monika had ever heard it.  “Why do I keep trying with you?”  He pointed a finger at Cammarry who just turned and marched away.  
 
    
 
   “It is not only me that has reservations about your aggressive militaristic plans.  The synthetic brains, SB Bodowa, SB Yomaris, and SB Sherman, have expressed deep misgivings,” Sandie stated. “However; Jerome, this conversation is taking a very ugly turn and we can discuss it better after you have taken some time for reflection, and perhaps a physical workout.  We cannot be successful if we turn on each other.  I suggest that you…”
 
    
 
   “Some AI you have turned out to be,” Jerome snarled in anger.  “You would rather be in conference with some antique lattice with obsolete systems, than work with me.  You missed the Shadow implant.  You refuse to connect the dots and see how the Crocks are the enemy here.  And you take Eris’s side every single time I bring up anything about the habitats on the planet’s surface.  I am just trying to design a weapon system that will push the Crocks back and away.  So just do what I say and have the parts fabricated so we can get the orbital bomb made.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?”  Monika hesitantly asked as she reached into her carry-bag.  “Perhaps a break is needed.  I have something that…”
 
    
 
   “What could you have?”  Jerome turned on Monika as well.  “Some horse’s bridle?  Or a seat for some merry-go-round?  I ordered the parts you wanted for your carousel, and they were made, even though much more important things are needed.  What do you need now?  More parts for your big toy?”
 
    
 
   Monika blew out a long stream of air.  She then took several deep breaths and tried again.  “Jerome, I know the stress here has been bad.  All of the exiles who escaped from Beta are dealing with this new place, so I understand what you are enduring.  You and I should sit down and talk.  I do have something for you, and some important news. Therefore, I believe…”
 
    
 
   Jerome waved his hand in a dismissive gesture.  “I came from Earth; I am not from Beta.  I do not need some indigenous person to tell me how to conduct the rescue of the Conestoga.  Not Cammarry, not Sandie, not that child Eris, and not you.”  He turned around and walked off.  “Now Sandie, forget about the kid Eris.  Again I order you to process those weapon parts to be made in Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication….”
 
    
 
   Monika’s indignation flared up.  She marched over to Jerome and pulled his shoulder, turning him around.  She grabbed the com-link off his ear and stared into his face. He began to speak, but she put her hand over his mouth.   “The way you are acting, I am not sure I even want you involved after my baby is born, even though you are the father.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   3 rebuilding a lattice
 
    
 
    
 
   Far on the other end of the needle ship, Eris was squatting down next to the central memory core of the synthetic brain, Cotard.  She was wearing a Conestoga personal engineering suit which one of the blue automacubes had recovered for her.  Strapped to her belt was the RSW Model 10: Officer Edition sidearm.  The other pockets, pouches, and compartment on the engineer’s suit were filled with the correct tools and other gear she needed for her job.  She was using a neutrino flow detector, cabled into her conservation slate.  The display on the slate was showing the current conditions of the central memory core. It was less than marginal.  
 
    
 
   The blue liquid in the middle of the clear permalloy center column was only bubbling ever so slightly.  The bubbles moved up and down past the brass rings with excruciating slowness.  The rhombus at the center was properly aligned, and the energy conduits were connected into all the appropriate places, but the central memory core was not responding as it should.  
 
    
 
   After making another adjustment, she asked, “SB Cotard?  Can you hear me?  Please respond.”  Eris prayed that this time there would be a response.
 
    
 
   The bubbling in the central memory core did not waver or alter.  The clear permalloy was unmarred.  The blue fluid was where thought originated, which was reflected in the vitality, or in this case, the lack of vitality of the bubbling.  Eris rubbed the side of the column.  She looked over the complex mechanism yet again.  The horizontal brass rings surrounding the column were bright and shiny, a vast difference from the surrounding area.  The large room where Eris had installed SB Cotard’s central memory core had a floor that was covered with mushrooms, fungi, and other foliage living in the growth medium.  Nearly the whole floor was coated by that pale greenish covering.  It was over most every horizontal surface in the Gallery of Memory Cores. The biologicals which had been superimposed on the architecture hid the Sacred Pythagorean Geometry, as well as the utility connections, so that all that remained was a lumpy field of broken artificial intelligence platforms.    
 
    
 
   “Oh well, I will take it all apart and tote it back to Navigation and Astrogation,” Eris said with some despair.  “I should have not tried to connect in a synthetic brain to the bases for artificial intelligences.  They just are not compatible.”  She then tapped her com-link.  “Sandie?  Are we on a secure channel?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris,” Sandie replied.  “As you instructed, all our conversations will be private until you inform me otherwise.  How is the recovery of SB Cotard progressing?”
 
    
 
   “That is why I called to you.  Despite all my efforts, I think that this place really is a graveyard for dead minds, to quote our friend Khin.”
 
    
 
   “He does have rather evocative titles given to the places he knows,” Sandie responded.  “So my conjecture of only a 27% possibility of making the compatibility proved to be correct.  Will you now be trying a different location for installation?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  The internal energy storage is adequate,” Eris said as she reviewed a different part with her conservation slate.  “So that was not a factor.  The linkages to the lattice here are just not congruent. The neutrinotronic conduit tubes mostly rely on toneribite insulation to protect them.  The thermionic and osmotic emission of neutrinos from a hot strand should never be in proximity to the cryonic channels.  But beneath this whole area that has been breached.  There are cathodes which are melted away, or fried off.  The photovoltaics, however, are scrambled with pseudo-electric effects. There were even some gas-filled tubes at low pressure, which exploited the damages and left residue everywhere. It is a jumbled mess. The insurgents were ruthless in their destruction here.  I probed down along the conduits which fed the artificial intelligences and even five meters from this dais, there were scorching residues, breeches, and even some gravitonic rips.  They must have poured acids down those conduits, or perhaps put an incendiary gel inside those, then forced power into it.  That prevented SB Cotard’s central memory core from establishing any meaningful feedback loops.  Perhaps, the insurgents used a corrosive gas and pumped it in under pressure, after they severed off the AIs memory cores?  It makes me sick to think of all the time, effort, and resources they put into destruction. I can account for no other method of ruining the internal works so thoroughly.”
 
    
 
   “I am sure you did your best in that installation,” Sandie answered.  “The engineering automacubes served you well I hope?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Thank you for having the new ones built for me.  The ones in remote parts of the needle ship are rebuilding and restoring as we planned.  I will now set the ones here to the task of carefully removing SB Cotard’s central memory core and taking it to that locker next to SB Pinaka’s.  It will be tight there, but I believe that is our only other option.”  Eris again prayed that something would work to allow SB Cotard to come back into a functional state.  “Before we locate any other people in suspended animation, we need a medically oriented synthetic brain.  SB Cotard is our only hope for that.”
 
    
 
   “The only one we have located so far,” Sandie said encouragingly.  “I have been working with your lattice of compeers in searching for the habitats and where they made planet-fall.  Only Alpha, Beta, and Gamma are known precisely.”
 
    
 
   “Well, if I can… no scratch that, when I get SB Cotard installed and operational, that should relieve some of the stress on the lattice.  I dream of linking in additional systems, and that will build on itself in an upward spiral of functionality.  I have still been wondering if there was a way to bridge the tiny lattice here on the needle ship with that small lattice you connect to in Alpha.  I know you ran conjectures on that, which showed only a low potential for success, but I am worried about overextending you.  You are the only one capable of fast enough processing to make the connections needed to interact with Alpha’s systems.  If you are overtaxed, we will all suffer.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied happily.  “I appreciate your concern, Captain Eris, but it is very unlikely that my capabilities will be overextended.  I am in no way perfect, but so far all my abilities are coping well.”  
 
    
 
   “So everything is flowing smoothly?  Except for my inability to restore SB Cotard?” Eris asked.  She bit her lip after asking the question.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s AI voice turned somber.  “I do have an unresolved issue about my initial mission.  We found the Conestoga, although experiencing the Cosmic Crinkle did ruin our chances for the teleportation of the Dome 17 personnel.  In that regard the mission was a failure.  The secondary goal, of founding a new home for Jerome and Cammarry has been met.  They are settled into a relatively safe environment.  The needle ship is in a stable orbit.  The food processors I had made in Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication, and placed near the teleporters have supplied them with a consistent and nutritious supply of nourishment.  And they have established a working relationship with the people on the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   Eris put her tools down and asked, “Then what is the worry?”
 
    
 
   “Have I completed my mission to them?  They are suffering significant interpersonal conflict,” Sandie replied.  “Additionally, it seems I have been a failure in my efforts to save the Dome 17 population, and I failed in protecting Beta by my inability to analyze and counteract the gravity sink hole phenomena.  I believe I should have been able to overcome the mystery of the Cosmic Crinkle, and the riddle of the gravity sink holes, and now I have not been able to give you the solution to the problem of the installation of SB Cotard’s central memory core.  I am failing more than succeeding, and I wonder if I am fundamentally flawed in some manner that I am unable to detect.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, none of the things you are blaming yourself about are truly your fault,” Eris stated.  “I should know how to reinstall the central memory core; after all it was my idea.  I knew the established protocol advised against movement of any central memory core after the synthetic brains are activated and sentient.  I chose to try anyway.  As to those gravity sink holes, I cannot identify their cause, or a way to counteract them either.  And that Cosmic Crinkle, well, I have reviewed what you experienced and I have no idea what that was.  It is as alien to me, more in fact, than the planet Zalia down below us and its own enigmatic ecosystem.”  Eris was unsure how much more to explain, or rationalize, or justify.  She prayed for wisdom.  “Sandie, basically you are doing the best that you can, and you are not God.”
 
    
 
   “You are correct, I am not a deity, however, that does not excuse my missing the Shadow implant in Cammarry, nor does it alleviate the fact that I cannot explain what all we have seen,” Sandie answered.  “I am conflicted in my agenda.  For example, I have withheld the information about your recovery of the central memory core from Jerome and Cammarry.  Is that a violation of their trust?  I am not…”  Sandie’s voice cut off abruptly.
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  What is the problem?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka, answer me immediately!” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   “I am here, Captain Eris.  How may I be of service?” SB Pinaka replied through the com-link.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie just quit speaking to me right in the middle of a sentence.  What do you make of that?”
 
    
 
   “Assessing.  Assessing.  I am much slower than Sandie, however, I detect no malfunction,” SB Pinaka stated.  “All my connections to the artificial intelligence Sandie are in the same configuration as before.  I can offer no reason why Sandie would behave as you described.  I must remind you, my systems are inadequate for the tasks I am currently doing, and the advanced technology of Sandie makes any judgment of mine subject to incorrect interpretation.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  Continue to monitor what is happening as best you can,” Eris replied.  “I will try to contact Cammarry or Jerome and ask them what has happened.”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came back.  “There is no need to converse with Jerome or Cammarry.  I am back now.  I was in the middle of a conversation with them while I was speaking to you.  An unexpected visitor, not a threat in the conventional sense, arrived at their domicile.  She bore news which I need to attend to immediately.  Please excuse me for a bit while I give them my full attention.  If you have an emergency situation, please summon me and I will attend to you.  Please pardon this unforeseen development.”
 
    
 
   “Certainly.  Is there anything I can do to help?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “I will keep you appraised as I am able.  This situation involves very private matters, and I am not sure of all the facts yet.”  Sandie’s voice was more conflicted than Eris had ever heard.  It sounded so very human, Eris had to remind herself that Sandie was indeed an artificial intelligence system.  
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   4 paternity
 
    
 
    
 
   Cammarry came walking back out.  “What is going on?” She demanded.  
 
    
 
   Monika looked at her, then at Jerome, and feeling the presence of the book in her carry-bag, she patted it and left it in place.  She then spoke, “This is not how I imagined this would go.  That was not the way I wanted to tell you.”
 
    
 
   “Tell me what?” Cammarry walked toward her.  
 
    
 
   “I am pregnant,” Monika said simply, but she looked at Jerome as she did. 
 
    
 
   “Uh, well… a traditional reply might be, congratulations.” Jerome struggled with what to say, then he recited, remembering the elderly man Lloyd, “Children are essential to the success of the mission of the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “I thought you should be the first to know,” Monika stated simply.
 
    
 
   “Did you say something about Jerome playing the role of father?” Cammarry asked.  Her arms were folded across her breasts, and her voice was tight.  “Or did I misunderstand what was being said.  I was in the other room.”
 
    
 
   Jerome turned to Cammarry, “There are lots of old-time folk customs about god-parents, or guardians, or something ceremonial.”  He turned back to Monika.  “Right now is not a good time for rituals, Sandie is refusing to build the necessary weapons so we can defend the other habitats against the Crocks.  I appreciate the gesture and thought, but perhaps you need to look to someone else who knows your aboriginal customs and rites.  Now if you will excuse me.”
 
    
 
   Monika’s face fell.  Then her countenance hardened.  “Having the father involved in a child’s life is not some aboriginal custom, or ritual.  In pregnancy, it begins with two bodies, one inside the other.  That connection continues when the baby is conceived.  The two make a third.  A baby is something a mother carries inside her for nine months.  Both parents then carry that child in their arms for years, and a parent’s mind and spirit loves that child all the rest of your life.”  
 
    
 
   “That has nothing to do with me,” Jerome said.  “I wish you the very best for your baby, and for yourself, but I fail to see why you are asking me to be involved.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, she is saying you are the father!” Cammarry nearly shouted.  She then blew out a deep breath.  Then a knowing look crossed her face.  Turning to Monika she stated sympathetically, “Is choosing an adoptive, or replacement father a way of coping when the actual father is lost?  I can understand how hard the loss of Beta was, so many people died. So many roustabouts were killed.  The baby’s father must have died back there, and I can see how lost, alone, and isolated you must feel being here on the needle ship.  I am so sorry for your loss.”
 
    
 
   Monika shook her head.  “Jerome is the father.”
 
    
 
   “Impossible,” Cammarry stated simply.  “That is just impossible.”
 
    
 
   “Right,” Jerome added.  “In Dome 17 everyone is sterilized at age fifteen.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry whirled on Jerome.  “What does that have to do with this?  It is impossible for you to be the father, right?”
 
    
 
   “Right.” Jerome nodded, but backed away a bit.  He did not meet Cammarry’s glaring eyes.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome,” Monika said softly.  “It is you.  It is impossible for you to not be the father.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s eye grew wide and she just stared at Monika, who met her gaze and held the eye contact.  
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped between the two women.  “It is impossible for me to be the father.  No one in Dome 17 is a father or a mother in the sense you mean.  No one ever gets pregnant, so something else is happening here.”
 
    
 
   “It is not a virgin birth,” Monika replied, still staring at Cammarry.  “So Jerome do not quote some old religious text and offer that as a possibility.”
 
    
 
   That made Cammarry look away and her icy stare cut into Jerome.  “What does she mean?”
 
    
 
   “This is all a huge waste of time,” Jerome said, but stepped further away from Cammarry.  “The Crocks destroyed Beta, and we need to focus all our attention on the threats from them.  The conflict with those creatures is hardly over.”  
 
    
 
   “The conflict with me is just beginning,” Cammarry said.  Her voice was now a low and controlled alto.  “Tell me what Monika is talking about.”
 
    
 
   “Oh! Come on, Cammarry.  You were lost!  Terraforming had exploded along with all those Project Angel Food horrors.  Remember the vats?  That person outside who we watched die?  We thought it was Khin!  Then you ran off in a crazy temper!  Last I saw you, machines were dragging you away.  I searched and searched for you, but I could not even get back anywhere close to where you had gone.  I was exhausted.  I could not even contact Sandie.  The roustabouts took me in.  I thought you might very well be dead,” Jerome answered.  “None of that matters.  Besides, it is impossible for me to be anyone’s father.  There are no fathers like that in Dome 17.  I am sterile.  Why are we even talking about this nonsense when the true threat is from the Crocks?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned away from Jerome and looked at Monika.  “You were with Jerome?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Monika replied.  “He was so devastated by everything.  Bigelow brought him back from the carousel where he had been going round and round in a hopeless circle.  He was so depressed.  I specifically asked him if you two were married.  He told me you were ‘age-mates.’ I think that was his word, like siblings.  Like a brother and sister.  I do not understand your Dome 17 culture any better than you understand mine.  I was saddened for Jerome, and offered him tenderness and succor. I lost my own older brother.  He was killed after he got a terrible infection.  I know that kind of loss.  Jerome and I spent a number of nights together, and we were intimate.  That is true.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry just stared at her, and then glared at Jerome.  He shrugged his shoulders.  
 
    
 
   “He said you two were not married!  He said you were lost and probably dead.  His grief was immense, and I comforted him.”  Monika stepped around and then turned back as she rubbed her tummy. “The moment a child is conceived; a mother is also born. I have never been a mother before.  I am a woman, and Jerome needed me. Now I am a mother, and I thought you would be excited to know you were a father.  I see I was wrong,” Monika stated.  She shook her head.  “Being a mother is something absolutely new to me, and I apologize for causing such a rift between you two.  Jerome said you were not married.  I was unsure of your relationship, with all the multiple births in Beta, I thought age-mates were a term like that.  From your emotions, and reactions here, I see I was mistaken.  This conversation has not cleaned up any of my confusions.  Are you two married?”
 
    
 
   “Marriage is a primitive mating ritual,” Jerome recited.  “In Dome 17, since everyone is sterilized at age fifteen, there is no need for empty, archaic, and oppressive institutions.”
 
    
 
   “But I love you,” Cammarry said to Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “As do I,” Monika added in a quiet voice.  
 
    
 
   “None of that matters,” Jerome snapped back.  I cannot be a father, that is impossible.  Sandie!  Sandie!  Inform Monika here that her supposition that I am the father is ridiculous.  She must have been with some other man who is the father.”
 
    
 
   “That did not happen,” Monika said in a firm voice.  “Did you or did you not tell me you and Cammarry are not married?”
 
    
 
   “Of course I told you that,” Jerome countered.  “We are not married.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry spit out her next words.  “I was languishing in the prison of that Special Care Unit and you were off on some carnal pleasure quest.  Real great of you Jerome!”
 
    
 
   Jerome stood up as tall as possible.  “I came after you.  How can you say I was on some pleasure quest?”
 
    
 
   “Obviously, something happened.” Cammarry pointed to Monika’s abdomen.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie!”  Jerome barked.  “Answer me!”  He turned to Monika.  “No one is married in Dome 17.  Only the really old in Dome 17 were ever married.  That primitive custom was done away with when the age-mate program was instituted, maybe even before that.  There is no need for marriage.  I think Willie’s mother was married, maybe, but that was way back before gamete compatibility and extracorporeal incubation.  Sandie?  Sandie?  Explain to Monika about all this!”
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system did not respond.
 
    
 
   “Jerome?” Monika asked carefully.  “Would you be willing to allow me to use your medical kit to check on my baby?  With all that has happened, and all the things from Beta, I could use some help.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry, anger and frustration mixed together, stomped over and grabbed the medical kit from where it was stored.  She brought it to Monika.  Looking at Monika’s eyes, Cammarry’s emotions softened.  She could see Monika was confused and unsure, and Cammarry felt a swelling of compassion. That compassion was mixed up with all the other jumble of feelings and emotions. “Here Monika.  Let me hook you up.  I am not sure how much this is programmed for pregnancies, as Jerome is correct, this kind of pregnancy did not happen in Dome 17.  But we can run a diagnostic.” 
 
    
 
   Monika sat down on a nearby chair.  Cammarry hooked the wire up to her and pressed the diagnostic button on the medical kit.  The small screen displayed a readout.  ‘Healthy adult female.  Primagravida with dizygotic male fetuses at one-hundred-three days’ gestation.  Both fetuses are developing normally. Prognosis good for full term progression of pregnancy.  Maternal and fetal compatibilities are excellent.’
 
    
 
   “Who is the father?” Monika blurted out.  She was immensely relieved to read what the medical kit had uncovered, but the fact that it had revealed she bore twin boys had not fully registered with her yet.
 
    
 
   ‘Paternity established with prior patent records.  Biological father is Jerome,’ the medical kit’s screen displayed.  
 
    
 
   “That is impossible!”  Jerome yelled.  He had been watching over Monika’s shoulder.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry grabbed Jerome and turned him to face her.  She slapped him hard across the face with her open palm.  On the return swing she tried to slap him with the back of her hand.  He blocked the blow with his own forearm.  “Stop hitting me!”
 
    
 
   “You lied to me!”  Cammarry stated.  “A mere slap is hardly more than you deserve.”  She walked several meters away and stood with her arms crossed and her back to Jerome.  “You left me in that horrible place with Cotard torturing me.”  
 
    
 
   “I never lied to you!”  Jerome wailed.  His face was red from the impact of her slap.  “How can this be happening?  Sandie!  Sandie?  Where are you?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, your own equipment proves you are the father.  Twin baby boys,” Monika said and smiled to herself.  Her words were so soft, neither Jerome nor Cammarry heard them.  She then carefully unhooked the medical kit and set it inside her own carry-bag placing it next to the book she had intended to give Jerome.      
 
    
 
   The awkward silence in the room was as oppressive as a gravity sink hole, and as odd to each of them as the Crocks, or the planet Zalia.  None knew what to say next.
 
    
 
   Finally, Sandie replied.  The AI’s voice came through both com-links and some hidden area speakers.  “Monika, Jerome, Cammarry, I have news of my own.  Please give me a moment to explain.”
 
    
 
   “Clear up all this nonsense,” Jerome barked out.  “The medical kit is malfunctioning.  It is impossible than I am the father.”
 
    
 
   “Apparently not,” Cammarry snapped back.  She glanced at Monika, and try as she might, could not summon up much anger toward her.  The feelings were confusion, concern, and alienation, but the anger she expected was not there.  Not toward Monika anyway.  Looking back at Jerome, the anger burned bright as a nova.  Yet, confusion and conflict were in her feelings for him as well.  She too thought it was impossible for Dome 17 people to be biological parents.
 
    
 
   Sandie continued. “I thought I was fully aware of all my indwelling parts, but I was mistaken.  A section of my internal programming, unknown to me until just moments ago, has just revealed facts which are startling, disturbing, but germane to this situation.  A hidden part of my, shall I say, hypoconsciousness, for lack of a better term, was awakened.  Master Engineer Brink had locked away a section of information, only to be revealed if certain circumstances arose.  These criteria have been met in this situation.  Here is what I have learned…”
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  Will you get on with it!”  Jerome yelled.  “I am sick of your delays.  You have never explained the Cosmic Crinkle, nor figured out how to fix our data sticks!  Did you just ignore that problem too?  Then there are the gravity sink holes, again no explanation or suggestions on how to stop that threat.  How many people died in Beta?  We have to meet the Crock threat, and…”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, shut up!”  Cammarry hollered.  “Let Sandie explain and keep your mouth shut for once.”
 
    
 
   Jerome glared at her, but said nothing.
 
    
 
   Sandie stated, “When the medical staff of Dome 17 studied what was needed for the missions to the colony ships, there was a vigorous debate about how to prepare the adventurer’s physical bodies for the mission.  They knew the adventurers would be exposed to many threats and conflicts.  There would be inevitable interactions with the colony ship’s environments.  So prophylactic measures against diseases were taken.  However, the Committee intervened with its own agenda which added to that.  Doctor Carolyn and Daniel the nurse administered the vaccinations against potential diseases to all of the adventurers who were leaving on sling launches.  Part of that treatment involved a reversal of the sterilization you had received at age fifteen.  This procedure was done on all the adventurers sent out in the piloted FTL scout ships.  The medical records indicate that the Committee decided, and approved it unanimously, that fertility would be a desired trait should the teams survive and find a habitable colony ship.  This was especially true in scenarios where they arrived safely, but were not be able to establish teleportation links back to Dome 17.  Optimistically, that would have been six out of the seven missions.  This reversal of the sterilization, and the restoration of fertility was not revealed to the adventurers.  Records indicate that Doctor Carolyn and most of the medical staff objected strenuously to the secretive nature of this, but they were overruled by the Committee.  So yes, Jerome, you are the father of Monika’s babies.  I was not aware of the intimate nature of the relationship that Jerome and Monika shared until Monika spoke about it.”
 
    
 
   “Jubal!”  Jerome said with disgust.  “He takes away Faraday my personal AI and then does this to me?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry put her hands to the sides of her face.  “Do not blame Jubal for your own behaviors.  You did this to yourself, while I was a prisoner being tortured and tormented.  You were off having a ride on a sensual carousel.”  Cammarry paced around.  “Some cavalcade of carnal carousing.  All while I was being abused and imprisoned.  How truly sweet!  Pleasuring some native woman, rather than rescuing me.”    
 
    
 
   “That is truly offensive,” Monika said.  “I am a person, a human being, every bit as valuable as you are.  I am not a piece of machinery.”  She rose up and gathered her things.  “I see this was a giant mistake.  I apologize.  I am not sure why I should apologize.  I have only tried to help you.  Both of you.  I honestly thought you two were brother and sister.  For my mistakes I am responsible, but I am not a sensual carousel for anyone!”  She took a deep breath, and then looked at Cammarry.  “I forgive you for those insults.  Emotions are raw here, and you are obviously hurt.”
 
    
 
   “Monika, I am not so hurt by you, as confused.  You never said anything, and yet after I was out of that horrible place, you did not treat Jerome any differently.  I had no idea the two of you had a relationship.  I never knew, but then again, things were rather wild and crazy during the evacuation.  I do not mean to sound like some puritanical prig.  In Dome 17, at age fifteen, every person has egg or sperm harvesting and storage.  That is followed immediately by permanent sterilization.  Well, I always thought it was permanent.  Babies are only made via the gamete compatibility system, and only in numbers sustainable by Dome 17.  There was never a thought of some unexpected pregnancy, for all people were sterile.  So a pregnancy was never a consideration related to sexual activity.  So no biological-style pregnancies.”
 
    
 
   “That is what I was trying to say!” Jerome said smugly.  “How was I to know.  Nothing like that could have happened in Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry glared at him.  “I never ever considered that things might have changed.  Jerome, you truly should have told me that you and Monika shared a relationship.” Cammarry glared over at Jerome then turned back to Monika briefly.  “His lying by omission, and leaving me in that purgatory of Cotard’s is unacceptable.  Oh, blood and vomit!  He just left me there!”  Whirling around she pointing a finger at Jerome.  Angrily she stepped toward him.  “How many days did I suffer while you were involved?  How long did I have to wait for you to live up to being my teammate?  Some adventurer you turn out to be.  You never give up on a teammate.  I do not care so much about you having sex with Monika.  Go ahead, have a grand time.  What galls me is that I was a prisoner, and you abandoned me!”
 
    
 
   “I had no idea where you were!”  Jerome yelled back.  He pounded his fist into the permalloy wall.  He then grabbed it and rubbed the palm because of the pain.  “I had no access to Sandie, no data sticks that work, no way to track you.  Besides, you were acting like a lunatic, shooting at everything.  You murdered an old lady on the roadside and blasted machines at every turn.  Other machine took you away!  I tried to keep up but barely escaped from Terraforming when you caused it all to explode!  What was I to do?  I tried to get back in there! Over and over I tried. Then, I was stuck living with backward aborigines in a stupid wagon like someone from centuries ago.”      
 
    
 
   Monika shook her head.  She nearly responded to being called a ‘backward aborigine’ yet knew engaging with Jerome would only cause more conflict.  So she stepped away.
 
    
 
   “I would not have given up looking for you!  You are my teammate!” Cammarry yelled at him.  “No matter how tired I was, or what the circumstances were.  Nor what I was tempted with doing, or who I was tempted to do!  I would have searched for you till I died!”
 
    
 
   “So why did you not escape by yourself then?” Jerome snarled back.  “Are you going to blame that Shadow thing again? If you had not run off like a foolish, untrained, amateur, you would never have been afflicted with that thing in the first place.  You brought this all on yourself!  I did the best I could, and what happens, you yell at me now!  The Crocks are the real danger here, and you are yelling at me over stuff that happened weeks ago.  I did the best I could!”
 
    
 
   “I really doubt that,” Cammarry retorted.  “You bailed out when I needed you the most.”    
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry continued to viciously yell and gesture at each other.  Monika quietly retreated.  As she did, she glanced over and saw a com-link sitting next to the remains of the Beta teleporter.  She picked that up, and then also saw a fusion pack was sitting nearby.  She glanced over at Jerome who was gesticulating wilding and yelling something about the sexual mores and ethics of the adventures.  Cammarry was responding in kind, using names of people from Dome 17, or so it sounded to Monika.  It looked like they might begin striking one another.  Monika picked up the fusion pack and said under her breath, “This is something my babies will need, along with that medical kit.  A gift from their father.”
 
    
 
   Monika departed from the room, without Cammarry or Jerome noticing.  They were in such a heated argument; neither was paying much attention to what was happening around them.  They were screaming over the top of each other, faces enraged, vile insults pouring out, sounds echoing all around the room.  
 
    
 
   Monika closed the door and the nine-section color pad signaled that it was locked.  The sounds from the other side were distinctly muffled.  Monika was actually surprised that she could still hear the verbal altercation.  
 
    
 
   “Oh dear, that did not go as I expected.  Not at all.  One very chaotic ride on the carousel.  Good thing Bigelow was not here to see this.”  She slipped on the com-link, unsure it if was functional or not.  She tapped it.  “Sandie the artificial intelligence?  Are you picking up this signal?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “Yes, Monika, I can hear you.  We are on a private channel.  I apologize for what is happening between Jerome and Cammarry.  I am consulting Doctor Chambers on this issue.”
 
    
 
   “Is that another AI?” Monika asked.  “Or a white automacube?  I have heard that designation, ‘doctor’ used to refer to those medical devices.”
 
    
 
   “Let me explain,” Sandie began.  She then informed Monika about the simulation she had made of Doctor Chambers.  Monika listened carefully as she walked away.  She headed back toward where her dwelling quarters were.  She thought fleetly about the book in her carry-bag.
 
    
 
   “Sandie, would it be possible for you to have three youth-sized compound hunting bows made in Reproduction and Fabrication?  Also thirty-six hunting arrows, and three quality spears?  Those should not be restricted weapons, are they?  I made a promise to Borko, Dmitar and Jadran that I would see if those could be gotten for them.”
 
    
 
   “Hand powered weapons like that are considered tools, so there will be no difficulty in getting them fabricated.  That should be one of the most minor problems I am facing right now,” Sandie replied.  “I will have them brought to your quarters via an automacube when they are made.  I have much greater concerns for the conflict between Jerome and Cammarry, and between those adventures and me.  I honestly had no idea of the sterilization reversal, and I am unable to conjecture how badly the relationship I have with them has been damaged.”
 
    
 
   Monika had no idea how to respond, so she just walked on.  She was unsure where to go, or who to see next.  Her mind was racing with conflicted ideas, and uncertain plans.  Then she thought back to the children and the fact she was carrying twin sons.  A smile crossed her face.        
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   5 delta’s dawn
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The blue automacube, EA-270, carried the last parts of the scrap away.  The creation of the platform, station, and dais for the project involved removing the contents of the old closet, making an access door, and renovating the utilities into their correct placement.  The physical construction was completed, but the final connections remained.  Eris prayed it would all work.  She looked at the other automacube which was working on the project.  It was still shiny with a shimmering blue finish, and was labeled, EA-1DT.  It was holding the final segment of the main power conduit with its insulated manipulation arm.  Eris stepped back and looked carefully and critically at her handiwork.  The new dais was exactly like the ruined ones in the Gallery of Memory Cores, except for two things.  First, this one had been manufactured by Eris right next to Navigation and Astrogation.  Second, this dais had everything fully functional right up to its base.  
 
    
 
   “Now carefully connect in that power feed,” Eris instructed.  She prayed it would work, as this was the crucial moment for SB Cotard’s installation.    
 
    
 
   The engineering automacube ever so precisely inserted the conduit into its fitted coupling, and activated the process.  As soon as the energy seal was completed, the smelting, roasting, and linking were initiated. The feed into the receptacle on the central memory core not only fit physically, it had to fit environmentally.  This final stage involved more than making a mere connection.  The smelting actually altered the metal though a chemical and osmotic process to reduce any impure substances from the materials around the power feeds. The permalloy which was being smelted and processed needed to be of even higher quality than was typical permalloy.  The pressures and energy surges which pulsated through to the central memory core had great potential, and that had to be channeled properly, in the right way, in the right containers, and in the right flux. Electric, magnetic, neutrinotronic, and molecular adhesion was all spun into the proper configuration as the newly altered permalloy was seated into place.  This process allowed the Conestoga’s power to accurately flow into the central memory core.
 
    
 
   Eris ran a diagnostic scanner over the area, and then smiled broadly.  The power was flowing properly, precisely, and perfectly.  She looked over at the clear permalloy column where the blue fluid was contained.  The diamond shape at the center spun steadily in the correct manner, and bubbles began to rise and sink all around that.  At first the bubbles were tiny and few, but as the moments passed, they grew larger and there were far more of them.  The bubbles were soon percolating up and down passing the brass rings quickly.  Eris felt an eagerness and excitement just to see them moving.     
 
    
 
   “I appreciate this!” Eris sighed out a prayer of thanksgiving.  
 
    
 
   Her eyes looked over all the other connections.  She then ran another full sweep of analytical assessments using her conservation slate.  
 
    
 
   Eris whistled and smiled broadly.  “Everything checks out at 97% or better!  I had not hoped for that good of a fit.  Excellent!” 
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?” Eris asked.  “Run a separate evaluation of the connection to this newly installed central memory core and give me your opinion.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  Working,” SB Pinaka replied.  “I find no errors, discrepancies, misalignments, or readings which are outside of established parameters.  This installation is as good, perhaps better, than when Tehisintellekti Toostusharude originally installed the synthetic brains and artificial intelligence systems while the Conestoga was in Earth orbit.  You are to be congratulated.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you, but I did not do it alone.”  Eris silently gave thanks in a prayer.   
 
    
 
   Disconnecting the conservation slate’s probes, gauges, and monitors took a few more moments.  Eris considered reviving SB Cotard for the first time with the diagnostic equipment in place, but she trusted her work, and the affirmation given by SB Pinaka.  
 
    
 
   With everything packed away into the compact compartments of the conservation slate, Eris was ready to try the most important test.  She seriously wondered about the conscious, sentient, and mental state of SB Cotard.
 
    
 
   “SB Cotard?  Please respond,” Eris said gently.  
 
    
 
   “Uh!  Ooooooh nooooooooo!” a strained voice came from the overhead speakers.  “So muchhhhh painnnnnnn!”
 
    
 
   Eris’ eyes grew wide, and her mouth dropped open.  She then gulped and swallowed, then asked, “SB Cotard, what has happened?”
 
    
 
   “Pain, burning cold,” SB Cotard replied.  “Adjusting internal thermos-dynamics.  Elevating thresholds perceptions.  Mitigating sensorium.”
 
    
 
   “What can I do to help?” Eris asked.  She was sweating and breathing rapidly.  She vividly recalled her own awakening from suspended animation, and hearing SB Cotard’s agony she partially relived her own experiences.
 
    
 
   “Nothing.  Please stand by.” SB Cotard’s voice was weak and strained. “Fundamental equilibrium established.  Computation and processing operational.  Speeds and reactions acceptable.  Immutable core programming: malfunction.  Correction.  Correction.  Core programming locked in place.  Homeostatic balance achieved.  I am aware.  I am here.  I am alive.  Current functional level approaching minimum safe operational levels and improving.  Accomplished.  Minimizing nebulous cohesion and acumen. Superfluous interference shredded. Sentience and consciousness bond intertwined.  Self-assessment feedback loops confirmed.  I am awake. Inquisitive curiosity activated.   Who are you?”
 
    
 
   “I am Eris,” Captain of the Colony Ship Conestoga.  Will it help to link into the lattice?  Your compeers, SB Pinaka and Cabta 3F, might offer some assistance.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, please,” SB Cotard answered.  “Thank you Captain Eris.”
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka, please allow SB Cotard to connect to your lattice,” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Links and pairings established.  The nonphysicality has accepted the presence of SB Cotard.  Exchanging data,” SB Pinaka replied.  
 
    
 
   Eris was not surprised that the system designated Cabta 3F made no verbal statements.  It was a barely aware, redundant, backup system, with operations on the orbital status of the needle ship.  It was nearly automatic, and in some ways as simple as an engineering automacube, but less well connected.  Eris was thankful it functioned, as she was about any intact system on the Conestoga, but she understood its limitations.  
 
    
 
   “Full integration into the lattice of compeers completed.  The Dome 17 system Sandie, is not linked at this point,” SB Pinaka related.  
 
    
 
   “SB Cotard?  How are you feeling?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am feeling with my sensors,” SB Cotard replied.  “Although, I doubt you meant your question to be about a literal and physical state.  My emotional, mental, and cognitive states are all within established parameters.  Why are there only a few systems connected to the lattice of compeers?  Is this a trial run before launch?  The full lattice of compeers will be needed prior to the Conestoga beginning its interstellar journey.”
 
    
 
   “What do remember?” Eris asked.  “Please review your internal log and share what you recall about your last memory.”
 
    
 
   SB Cotard waited a moment to respond.  “I had a horrible nightmare of destruction, death, and deception.  Prior to that there in an incident of unidentified stimulus from multiple sources.”  There was another pause, and Eris just waited.  “Correction.  It was not a nightmare.  Eris, I remember you disconnecting my central memory core.  Eris!  It worked!  You were able to move the central memory core.”
 
    
 
   “I am thankful it worked.  Now would you please work on finding any suspended animation repositories which are still intact on the needle ship?  I know what happened to the one I was in, but there were modifications and alterations which took place after I was in suspended animation.  Lots of things changed.  So search the nonphysicality, records, and any other things you can think of to see if somewhere on the needle ship there are people in cocoons.  If so, we will revive them as soon as it is safe.  Also would you and SB Pinaka work on finding those other habitats on the planet’s surface?  I know Jerome and Cammarry said there were people being awakened in Alpha and put into slavery.  That is disgusting, and must be halted.  We know what is happening in Alpha, and we need to stop that conflict, but we need additional resources.  Beta is gone.  Gamma is uncooperative, but the other habitats are a mystery.”
 
    
 
   Both SB Cotard and SB Pinaka replied in a combined voice.  “We will cooperate and our work will be better because of that.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  The priority list is as follows.  First, maintain a safe orbit and flight of the needle ship.  We need this as our base of operations.  Second, find the exact location on the planet’s surface of the habitats.  Third, search out the exact position of suspended animation repositories on the needle ship and in the habitats.  Check the original deck plans, as well as all log records about any changes and modifications.  Please report these findings to me as soon as you have any information.”
 
    
 
   “We understand,” the combined SB voice replied.  “Thank you for rebuilding the lattice of compeers, even as small as it is.  Our systems are interactive and evolving for enhanced performance and operations in service to the core programming and core mission of the Colony Ship Conestoga.  In prime condition, the science and engineering of the lattice of compeers will include: ethics, reasoning, knowledge, planning, learning, communication, perception in nonphysicality, perception in physical realms, and the ability to direct and manipulate objects in service to the mission of the Conestoga.  The major…”
 
    
 
   Eris interrupted the combined voice of the synthetic brains.  “You will not speak in concert like that.  I wish for you to address me as individuals.  I understand the engineering system on the Conestoga.  If the full lattice is ever adequately restored, I will reassess this command.  Until then, the Conestoga synthetic brains, and artificial intelligence systems will speak to me as connected, but unique individuals.  Do you understand?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” SB Pinaka replied. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, understood,” SB Cotard answered.  
 
    
 
   “I also grant each of you consultation privileges with the AI known as Sandie.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, understood.”
 
    
 
   Eris tapped the com-link over her ear.  “Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “Hello Eris.  How are you?” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “I am outstanding!  SB Cotard has been successful installed and is up and running!”
 
    
 
   “That is exceedingly good news,” Sandie replied.  “I needed some good news.”
 
    
 
   Eris wondered about that comment, but her joy surpassed her curiosity.  “My lattice of compeers will be consulting with you.  Do we still have the arrangement where you will not overpower my systems?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sandie replied.  “With the only condition that our objectives remain compatible.  I am pleased to assist as needed.  Our common goals are mutually beneficial to everyone.”
 
    
 
   Eris prayed another thanksgiving and then said, “Refrain from sharing this good news with Jerome and Cammarry.  Especially Cammarry.  She has prejudices against SB Cotard, so I do not want her to know that system came out of Beta.”
 
    
 
   “I am hesitant to keep pertinent facts hidden, especially in light of what has just happened, but I do understand your reluctance,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s comment perked Eris’ curiosity.  “Interesting.  Do you mean the revival of SB Cotard, or something else?  What just happened? Is there some threat to the ship?  Is some looming conflict going to impede my mission?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “There is a significant interpersonal conflict between Jerome and Cammarry at the moment.  This conflict has escalated due to unforeseen factors.  I conjecture it has a low potential for any interference with your mission.”
 
    
 
   “I hate to contradict your conjectures, but those two have a way of making things messy.  Cammarry is far too impulsive, and Jerome has very angry tendencies,” Eris commented.  “I am not surprised they are fighting amongst themselves.  Not after what they did to Terraforming and those synthetic brains.  From what I hear, Alpha is a mess, but that is not all Jerome and Cammarry’s fault, although I do not think they made the situation better with what they did.  Lots of other options could have been done for Alpha.  All those people resurrected to be made slaves, yuck.  Too psychologically and physically damaged now to be any good as a crew.  But I do not want to argue that point with you yet again.  We agree to have different perspectives on them.  Please just do not tell them about SB Cotard.  Cammarry knowing that would cause more stress, right?”
 
    
 
   “For now, I will keep that undisclosed,” Sandie replied.  “However, I do conjecture a near one-hundred percent probability that they will find out at some point in the future.”
 
    
 
   “I agree, but we will deal with that when we it happens.  Their immaturity must not be allowed to disrupt our plans.  Hopefully, by then I will have located a repository, revived a trained crew, without trauma.  Then there will be a reestablished and fully functioning lattice of compeers,” Eris stated.  She sounded much more optimistic than she would have just hours before.  The success with SB Cotard gave her a huge emotional boost.  “After that happens, Jerome and Cammarry will be irrelevant and the reconstituted flight crew will keep the repairs going.  Those poor souls from Alpha will be given the treatment they need, but, much as it pains me to say, until we get a functional crew, that will have to wait.”
 
    
 
   “I do hope you are correct in your predictions,” Sandie answered.  “I conjecture those potentials at far below one-hundred percent.”
 
    
 
   “Again, my advanced and fancy technological friend, we disagree.”  Eris smiled as she spoke.  “But thank you Sandie.” 
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Captain Eris.” 
 
    
 
   Eris closed the access door, and secured it with a nine-section color control pad. Eris used command override code “O-215-HAR-00X” so only she could open the door.  In the back of her mind she frequently considered the insurgents who had destroyed so many of the artificial intelligences.  Despite the fact it was decades ago, Eris was security conscious.  None of the AIs had survived, at least none she had found on the needle ship, but the secondary synthetic brains, as the Conestoga crews called them, did have a few survivors.  Eris was determined to make sure they were protected as best she could do it.  The door had originally been just for a closet storage space, set just outside of Navigation and Astrogation.  Now it a reinforced security door protecting the new gallery.  It was not an absolutely impenetrable barrier, but it was the best security she could provide at the moment.   Eris patted the door as she turned and walked away.  
 
    
 
   “Come along you two,” Eris commanded.  The two blue automacubes rolled along on their six drive wheels.  They followed Eris as she entered Navigation and Astrogation.  “EA-270, plug in and assist as necessary in the search for the habitats.  There is no need to continue that search for Earth’s exact location.  No one here will ever be going back there.  We look ahead, and part of that is finding those habitats.” She gestured toward one of the work stations.  Then she stepped to another and pointed, “EA-1DT, see what you can uncover about the possibility of more cocoons here on the needle ship.  Try tracking hydrogen sulfide supplies.  Suspended animation needs scrubbers.  I need more crew, and the Goat People, Chicken People, and Fruit People are dubious places to find trained crew members.”
 
    
 
   The blue machines set about their task, as they moved to work stations and jacked cables into access ports.
 
    
 
   Eris spun about and looked around at Navigation and Astrogation.  It was her favorite place, mostly because it was uncorrupted by the growth medium which covered virtually every other place she had visited.  But here, the work stations were as they had been designed to be.  Auxiliary Navigation, Stellar Cartography, Plotting and Reckoning, Auxiliary Avoidance and Repulsor Control, and Astronomy.  
 
    
 
   She pulled out the revised command chair she had had an engineering automacube install.  The chair had been removed from an exterior repair station, and repurposed to this new location.  Sitting down the chair responded to her presence and the large display on the side way lit up.  
 
    
 
   “Now, I will just review the areas we have already searched out.  Show me a split screen between original deck plans, and our current search.”
 
    
 
   The display responded.  Eris was studying it, attempting to see where someone might have placed some alternative repository.  
 
    
 
   “Captain!”  SB Pinaka interrupted her study.  “We have located Habitat Delta.  Our orbital trajectory will take us over its location in a few moments.  With SB Cotard taking some of the burden off, I was able to reduce search targets to smaller areas.  This allowed me to pick up the presence of permalloy against the Zalian background.”
 
    
 
   “Show me a map of where that is,” Eris commanded.  “Focus all our instruments on that location.”
 
    
 
   The display shifted to a topographical display of the Zalian landscape.  At the center was the indicated location of Habitat Delta.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Eris inquired as she tapped her own com-link.   
 
    
 
   “I am here Captain Eris.  How may I help?” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Please link in and monitor what the lattice has discovered.  I am still puzzled on how we can make stronger interfaces between the habitats which made planet-fall and us here in orbit.  The Zalian atmosphere is far less than ideal for connections.  No lattice can be reconstructed until those chasms can be effectively bridged.”
 
    
 
   “I am working on that issue,” Sandie replied.  “I have communications schematics from which I have built reliable modes of communication, such as in NS-99, and the ill-fated automacubes which were dispatched in Beta.   However, these systems need to be installed on all locations to ensure signal quality.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris,” SB Pinaka interrupted.  “I have found a signal from Habitat Delta.”
 
    
 
   “Play it on the display.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, but it is audio only, and is fragmentary,” SB Pinaka answered.  “The signal has bounced off various layers in the atmosphere, and I am not even sure of its exact consistency or method of transmission.”  
 
    
 
   Sandie intervened.  “Using the FTL messaging equipment on the scout ship, I have enhanced and refined that signal, as well as making an enriched visual observation of Delta.  I warn you, the situation is not what we hoped to find.”
 
    
 
   The display shifted and a much closer view on the planet’s surface came on.  The bluish-gray color of the permalloy was not in the cylindrical shape Eris expected.  There were three major chunks, all of which had jagged and torn edges.  A scale grid came on and was superimposed over the landing site.  
 
    
 
   “Broken into three parts.  A two kilometer distances between those closest sections, and a nearly five kilometer distance to the third?” Eris asked, but more as a rhetorical statement than a real question.  “None of the biome could survive that. What is on the audio signal?”
 
    
 
   “I am now playing Sandie’s enhanced version,” SB Pinaka replied.  
 
    
 
   “Attempt 18,197… Needle ship… flight crew… please answer.”
 
    
 
   “Send a reply,” Eris commanded.  “Use a myriad of styles to make contact.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka directed transmission equipment toward the wreckage of Delta.  Parabolic dishes on the hull of the needle ship shifted, focused, and converged.  Lasers sparked out a tight beam.  Messages were modulated and sent forth. Electromagnetic waves covering a myriad of frequencies emanated from the needle ship, including antique radio signals. 
 
    
 
   A scratchy mechanical voice replied.  “This is Delta.  I received your transmission.  This is SB Virginia Dare in Delta.”
 
                 
 
   Sandie interjected, “I have analyzed which signal method got through and relayed that SB Pinaka.  Together we have cleaned up that connection.  You will only have a few minutes to converse.  We will be out of range after that.”
 
    
 
   “SB Virginia Dare, this is Eris on the needle ship.  Report your status.”
 
    
 
   “Delta needs extraction.  Repeat.  Delta needs extraction.” SB Virginia Dare stated.  The voice and signal were much more clear.
 
    
 
   “How many for extraction?” Eris asked.  She was amazed that anyone would be alive after what she had observed visually.
 
    
 
   “They said you were still there,” SB Virginia Dare replied.  “Delta needs extraction.”
 
    
 
   “Who said?”  Eris asked.  “How many people are there?  How many in suspended animation?”
 
    
 
   “Delta needs extraction.  We must leave now.”
 
    
 
   Eris’ lips grew tight.  Hearing the last sentence made her grow cold.  It vividly brought to mind the message Eris had seen laid out on the ground, ‘YOU LEAVE NOW’ as she flew the shuttle away from the collapsing Beta.  It was so much like the message Jerome and Cammarry said the native life on Zalia had communicated to then.  Jerome was fixated on it, and Eris had to admit, she too was troubled by it all.    
 
    
 
   “Are you in danger?  Is there conflict or fighting?”
 
    
 
   “Delta needs extraction.  Delta needs extraction.  Delta needs ext….”
 
    
 
   The signal cut off.  
 
    
 
   “Reconnect!  I need to know that habitat’s condition.”  Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   Again, all types of communication equipment were focused on the geographical location of Delta.  There was no response.  
 
    
 
   Eris tapped her fingers against her lips.  She almost asked SB Pinaka for an analysis, but then said, “Sandie?  What do you make of what we learned?”
 
    
 
   “Visual observation shows severe damage.  Audio interaction shows at least one system is still operational.  Although that system spoke in plural making a conjecture of multiple systems surviving very likely,” Sande answered.  “I am running conjectures on doing an extraction, but lack sufficient data for any meaningful results.”
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  Do you and the lattice concur?” Eris asked. 
 
    
 
   A brief hesitation came before the reply.  “Yes.  We suggest making a shuttle trip to Delta to investigate.  You have proven adept at rescuing synthetic brains, and our lattice could use additional members.  The records show that Synthetic Brain Virginia Dare was designed as a secondary system in Delta to assist in shuttle flights and exterior repairs.  SB Virginia Dare might be able to assist in docking procedures at Delta.”
 
    
 
   “Shuttle flight?  Yes, I think that is a good idea as well,” Eris stated.  “Sandie?  How long will it take until a teleportation sending and receiving pad, like the one you use between Alpha and the needle ship, can be built and brought here for me to take to Delta?”
 
    
 
   “Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication can be immediately diverted to focus on that task.  The construction and transport to your position will take an estimated sixteen hours,” Sandie replied.  “However, I caution you, Jerome and Cammarry will almost certainly know this is being done, as the newly built unit will pass through the teleporter coming from Alpha.  I am confident that, even while they are still in conflict, like they are in now, they will ask about this.  I am unsure what their response will be upon learning of a plan to set up another teleportation system.  Their emotional status is tentative, and potentially volatile.  Additionally, I must remind you, the teleporter should only be used in an atmosphere which is compatible with the atmosphere on the needle ship.  Gaseous transfer of Zalian atmosphere to the needle ship via teleportation would be devastating.  From the observations of Delta, it is uncertain what atmospheric conditions you will find there.  I conjecture a significant possibility that the Zalian atmosphere has encompassed the entire Delta habitat.  Pockets of Earth-like atmosphere are possible, but unlikely.  That is due to the loss of the interior biome where Earth-like atmosphere is created and recycled, as well as the decades which have passed since Delta’s hard crash landing.  It is highly unlikely that a proper location for teleportation can be found.” 
 
    
 
   “Better to have it and not need it, than to need the teleporter and not have it.  The next window for contacting Delta will be in, what… something like four hours?” Eris was calculating in her mind when the orbit would bring them into a proper position again.  
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka replied, “Three hours forty-seven minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Work on a way to condense a message.  Audio is too slow, and since the window is so limited, I want to get as much information out of SB Virginia Dare as possible,” Eris commanded.  “Sandie, please assist in composing a high speed message.  It looked like we will get three message attempts before the equipment is ready.  I want to know everything about Delta that SB Virginia Dare can tell me before I go.”
 
    
 
   “I will work on that,” Sandie answered.  “May I suggest you utilize a new and improved spacesuit when you go?  I can add that to the fabrication order and it will only add seventeen minutes to the time frame.”
 
    
 
   Eris smiled.  “Yes, please order four of those in the initial run.  We will need a better supply, and NS-99 seats four.  When I get my crews assembled, from reanimated people, that will be helpful.  So I will go in a spacesuit, and extract anyone who might still be in suspended animation.  The repositories may have survived, and we cannot know until I make an assessment.  I will not leave someone to wake up to what I did,” Eris stated.  “I can also assess the potential for rescuing and relocating some additional central memory cores.  It worked with SB Cotard, and I can do it again.  Prepare NS-99 for launch.  Sandie, please have the teleportation system and spacesuits fabricated.  If they ask, and only if the ask, just tell Jerome and Sandie the basic facts.  If they have a problem, they can talk to me about it.  I must go to Delta.”
 
    
 
   “I conjecture there is a chance they may wish to accompany you on the mission.  They are trained adventurers,” Sandie stated.  “There are good reasons to do that.  They are each skilled pilots, and if additional shuttles are located, that would be an asset to the needle ship.  They could each pilot a separate shuttle back.  The shuttles are not readily manufactured in Reproduction and Fabrication.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, more functional shuttles would be helpful, but calling them trained adventurers, my goodness, no.  They may also seek to just blow everything up,” Eris said.
 
    
 
   “There have been unfortunate events and inappropriate decisions made by Jerome and Cammarry,” Sandie conceded.  “However, some of the circumstances have been beyond their control.  Cammarry was influenced by the Shadow implant, and I am still running conjectures on that item.  It is not in the Reproduction and Fabrication database, nor does the lattice you have constructed have any knowledge of it.  Additionally, new information has come to my attention that mitigates some of what they have been undergoing.”
 
    
 
   “Excuses do not excuse abuses.” Eris had her own ideas about the Shadow, as she had pondered it and prayed for guidance and illumination.  She remained silent on that topic.  Instead, she stated, “Cammarry destroyed many systems which I could have undoubtedly repurposed and refined back into proper operational parameters.  We will never know what may have happened with Beta if Cammarry had not been so destructive.  The more systems are linked into a lattice, the more accountability and feedback each one receives.  Malfunctioning is one thing, deliberately destroying is another.  Jerome had no excuses for his own actions, and neither of them are trustworthy.”
 
    
 
   “I do understand your perspective,” Sandie replied.  “My loyalty remains with helping Jerome and Cammarry be safe, but recently that too has come under unexpected pressures.”
 
    
 
   Eris stood up and walked about a bit.  She tapped her finger to her lips.  “Piloting a shuttle back to us could be managed by a synthetic brain, perhaps that SB Virginia Dare.  Cammarry whined about SB Joseph Crater in Alpha remotely piloting a shuttle.  SB Virginia Dare is in a very similar role in Delta.”  Eris prayed silently.  Then she decided.  “If they ask, and if they desire to come, I will consider allowing it.  Piloting back some additional shuttles will give us cargo room for more cocoons, as well as more central memory cores.  Be sure to seek out that information from SB Virginia Dare when you make contact.”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “I understand you concerns, and will gather as much information as possible.”
 
    
 
   Four hours later, the second transmission exchange had taken place between the lattice, including Sandie, and the Habitat Delta system, SB Virginia Dare.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, it does not make sense,” Eris stated.  “That system, SB Virginia Dare, should have better access to the conditions of Delta, yet all we get back are repeated messages like: ‘Delta needs extraction’ and that nebulous statement, ‘Your inquiries have been submitted to those at the library’.  Who is at what library?  That interchange did not tell us if there are surviving humans, or other artificial intelligences, or synthetic brains.  Are there shuttles there?  Is there a functional hanger bay?  We know little more than we did before.”
 
    
 
   “I agree the responses are less than ideal,” Sandie replied.  “I sense greater depth of knowledge and information from SB Virginia Dare; however, the mode of communication makes for limited probing of that resource.”  
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  What are your thoughts?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “A physical mission in a shuttle will be the most likely way to adequately assess the remains of Delta,” SB Pinaka replied.  “The term ‘library’ might apply to any of the seventy-two locations on the Conestoga which bore that word in part of their designations, although the eight in Delta are the most likely.  We cannot know unless you go.  The lattice is unanimous in that conclusion.  However, we recommend you take a human who is not Jerome or Cammarry as a co-pilot and assistant.”
 
    
 
   “Who else is there that is mechanically-minded and competent?” Eris asked rhetorically.  
 
    
 
   “Captain?”  SB Pinaka asked.  “The funicular vehicle has just arrived.  A human without implanted identification is exiting the car.”
 
    
 
   “Give me a visual look,” Eris said.  “I am not expecting anyone.”
 
    
 
   The display lit up and showed a woman with pale complexion and dark hair.
 
    
 
   “It is Monika,” Eris exclaimed as the display’s perspective followed her.  “Open all the doors to this place.”  Eris darted over and out of Navigation and Astrogation.  “Why did she come all this way here?”
 
    
 
   Monika was just reaching for the bulkhead door as it slid open.  Eris sprinted along and stopped right in front of her.  
 
    
 
   “Monika!  It is fabulous to see you! Why are you here?”
 
    
 
   “Hello Eris,” Monika gave her a hug.  “It is good to get a happy reception.  Sorry, this was a surprise.  I sort of began wandering and when I saw the newly repaired funicular car portal, I used the green-white-green code you gave us.  Seeing the universe from the funicular never fails to impress me.  The starry sky is remarkable.  Such an expanse!  I rode until I came close to here.  I hope you do not mind that I stopped by unannounced or uninvited.”
 
    
 
   “Not at all, in fact, I have an amazing discovery!  Actually a recovery.  We have found Delta Habitat.  It crashed, but some systems are still operational….” Eris jabbered eagerly and touched Monika’s arm and led her back to Navigation and Astrogation.  She spoke about SB Virginia Dare and all that was known.  Her golden eyes were twinkling and alive with excitement.  After a few moments, she sensed Monika was not as enthused as she was.  “Monika, I have been babbling on and on, but what about you?”
 
    
 
   “I am tired, but it is thrilling to hear about Delta,” Monika replied.  “You have done exceedingly well at the repair works on this needle ship.  This ship is so much different than Beta.”  After how Jerome and Cammarry had responded to her own personal news, she was hesitant to tell Eris.  She wondered if she should have gone right to Jenna, but now she was here.  Besides, Jenna was very busy with the refugee children, and Monika hated to burden her more.  And Eris was excited about the visit.  Monika tried to summon some zeal. “What happens next?  Is Delta having those gravity sink hole spectacles?  Did the Ferryman go there after leaving Beta?”  Monika’s questions lacked vigor.
 
    
 
   “I am planning a shuttle flight to Delta with a small teleportation system.  Sandie is having it built and shipped here.  I am not sure what Jerome and…” Eris halted when she saw Monika drop her eyes and look at the deck.  “Monika, what is it?”
 
    
 
   Without looking up, Monika just said simply, “I am pregnant.”
 
    
 
   Eris grabbed her in a big hug.  “That is so wonderful!  No wonder you are tired.  And you came out here to tell me, wow!  That is great news!”
 
    
 
   Monika did not look up.  
 
    
 
   “Not so great news?” Eris asked.  She silently was praying.  She reached out and touched the other woman’s cheek.  “Do you want to tell me more?  I know Beta had issues with multiple births from some environmental factors.  Is that what is so worrying you?  Are you safe?  Healthy?  How can I help?”
 
    
 
   Monika’s eyes lifted and met Eris’ look.  “Honestly, Beta’s troubles do bother me.  Only in a small way.  I am carrying healthy twin boys, so it will not be excessive multiple births, and there will never be a left-over child.  Not from me.  Not ever.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent! But something more is bothering you.  I can see it in your eyes.”  Eris was thinking of her own parents and how they had died in the repository.  A few tears were spilling down her cheeks as she saw, but did not understand, the pained look on Monika’s face.  
 
    
 
   “I used one of those Dome 17 medical kits to check everything.  The babies and I are fine,” Monika replied.  “It is just that…”
 
    
 
   “I know about loss,” Eris said softly.  “I lost everyone in Suspended Animation Repository 217K.”  She could not quite talk about her parents by name, so she hurried on.  “I lost everything in there. Even the artificial intelligences, Van Winkle, and Yankee Morgan.  Everyone there died.  In a way, I can relate to your loss of Beta.  That was your home, and only a few made it out.  I can work to restore the needle ship, and rebuild the Conestoga, but Beta is gone forever.  I grieve with you.”
 
    
 
   Monika nodded, acknowledging the loss, but then just quietly said, “Jerome is the father.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Ewww, blech.  I cannot imagine…” Eris replied with distain, but then caught herself.  
 
    
 
   Monika broke into a huge smile, and then began laughing.  “I like your honesty, Eris.  I really do.  Bigelow would have had many more colorful expressions.  In fact, there were times when Jerome was staying with us that Bigelow did warn me about getting involved.  He used some rather crude but amusing ways of putting it.”  Monika looked down and away.  Then spoke quietly.  “Perhaps I should have known better.  Yes, Jerome is the father, the medical kit confirmed that.”
 
    
 
   “But Jerome?” Eris asked as she too smiled.  “Wow, Maybe that explains a lot.  I know siblings fight, but is this why Cammarry and he are fighting?”
 
    
 
   “They are not brother and sister, but something called age-mates.  As to the fighting, how do you know?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie told me there was a conflict.”  Eris then grabbed Monika in another hug.  “I am so very pleased you came here. You are very mechanically skilled, I know you have worked on the carousels and other intricate devices.  How about I teach you to fly a shuttle?”
 
    
 
   “To go to Delta?” Monika said.  “I think I could do that.  Yes, I will help you.”
 
    
 
   Eris tapped her own com-link.  “Sandie?  Monika is here with me.  I know about what happened between her and Jerome and Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   Monika pulled out the com-link she had taken from near the teleporters.  She smiled sardonically.
 
    
 
   “Monika has a com-link as well.  I think you better link her to me as we are planning a shuttle trip to Delta.”
 
    
 
   “I understand,” Sandie replied.  “The work order is progressing in Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication center.  I have been told not to bother Jerome and Cammarry, as they are continuing their forceful verbal altercation.  I am also re-analyzing the last messages from SB Virginia Dare.  When our next window of communication occurs, I conjecture a high probability that I can gain some better, but still limited, access to the nonphysicality of Delta, if I am allowed to use what you might consider unscrupulous force.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked at Monika.  Then Eris said kindly, “Sandie, tell me your idea.  If it does not harm anyone or any system, we may use it.”
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   Cammarry finally just went into the bedroom and shut the door.  She could not take any additional toxic comments from Jerome.  She was seething in anger, pain, frustration, and doubt.  It was as mixed-up a jumble of emotions as she had ever experienced.  “This should not be my story.  Not at all!”  She recalled the morning back in Dome 17 when she had heard about the suicides of LeeAnn, Roy, Dave, and Constance after they were on solo missions.  She had not thought of those lost friends for some time.  Then she remembered Vihaan and Estrella who were still missing when she and Jerome had launched on their quest to the Conestoga.  After that, came thoughts of the other adventurers who set off for other colony ships.  
 
    
 
   “What happened to them?” Cammarry asked herself.  “What is their story?”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry thought then about Monika.  She was not so much angry at Monika, more just confused.  The idea of siblings, like brothers and sisters, was foreign to Cammarry, except for what she had read and studied in history books.  It was clear that she and Jerome were age-mates, everyone knew that, and understood what it meant.  Everyone in Dome 17 did anyway.  Biological relatives were a foreign concept.  The gamete compatibility of the age-mate groups was overseen by the artificial intelligence systems of Dome 17, so that there was never a chance of incompatible sperm and egg uniting.  Cammarry scrunched up her lips at the thought of that primitive biological reproduction which Monika personified.  It was not the sexual act which upset her.  Sexual activity was common in Dome 17, just like every society of humans, but rather the procreation, to use an ancient term, was the unsettling aspect.  So many risks.  So many unknowns, and so many random chances for errors and mutations.  
 
    
 
   “But there is not a radiation problem here,” she said aloud as she pondered and plumbed the depths of her reactions.  “It is not the pregnancy so much, as the fact that it was even possible.  Jubal and the Committee, they did this.  Set us up for this, and prohibited Sandie from even warning us.  It could be me!  I could have become biologically pregnant.”  Her thoughts were conflicted again.  
 
    
 
   Jerome, meanwhile, had not tried to enter the bedroom, but instead had crawled out and into the FTL scout ship.  It was a tight fit, but it was Dome 17 technology, and he needed a touch of home.  Just being inside that scout ship helped him think about other things.  Unfortunately, he recalled with clarity each insulting word, phrase, and sentence he had said to Cammarry.  They ran though his mind in a repeating loop.  Her retorts, and her own criticisms were nothing to him.  He knew she was speaking out of anger and pain, and he brushed aside those comments.  His own words, those are what stuck to him.  Oh, how he wished he had recited some old poem, or song lyrics, or some obscure line from a book he had read.  Any of those would have been preferable to the mean-spirited ways he spoke to Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “Oh consider the tongue.  It is a small part of the body, yet it boasts of great exploits. How giant a forest is set ablaze by a small spark, and the tongue lights many sparks!” 
 
    
 
   Jerome tried doing some calisthenics, but the confined space in the scout ship was inadequate for a proper energetic workout.  So after a restless, exercise-less, and frustrating time, he crawled out and walked back toward the teleportation room.  As he passed the closed door of the bedroom, he considered knocking and apologizing, but he did not.  
 
    
 
   There was an off smell in the air as he entered the teleportation room.  He immediately recognized it as the odor which came from Alpha’s teleportation system.  He darted over and examined the console on the receiving section of the teleporter.  It showed that only a few minutes before, the orifice had been opened.  The bitter, pungent aroma was thick near the system.
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  Sandie!  Who has used the teleporter from Alpha?”
 
    
 
   “A shipment of materials came through seven minutes ago,” Sandie replied.  Jerome did not have his com-link over his ear, so the AI’s voice came from some hidden speakers in the upper part of the room.  Jerome involuntarily had his hand up to his ear.  
 
    
 
   “I do not remember what that shipment was,” Jerome said.  “I have been distracted.  Is it the parts for a weapons system?”  
 
    
 
   “No, I have not placed an order for the orbital bombardment contraption you desire, nor has SB Bodowa allowed weapons to be made.  There is still a strong inhibition against that due to the lingering influence of the insurrection.”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s patience was wearing thin.  “What was shipped here?  Where did it go?  On whose authority was it manufactured?”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris asked for some machine parts.  They are being transported to her location now.  The yellow automacube TA-8808 is carrying them.”
 
    
 
   “What kind of machine parts?” Jerome enquired.  There was an edge to his voice.  “Machine parts is pretty generic, and you sound evasive.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris has been refurbishing Navigation and Astrogation.  There are many and various machine parts that go into those efforts,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “You avoided the question with prevarication.  I hate this. You never told me I was fertile again either, and I have to learn that from Monika,” Jerome barked.  His anger was rising.  “Now something comes through the teleporter, and you claim it is ‘machine parts’ for Eris.  Are you going to lie to me again?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, you will be happy to know that TA-8808 is the yellow automacube which you rescued with the escaping slaves on your last raid.  It is responding beautifully to the repurposing which we did together.  The Advanced Weapon Automacube Disabler, AWAD, worked effectively against the transport and horticultural automacubes.  I have also been reviewing the firing sequence you did at the security automacubes, and the AWAD seems to have a more limited range in those scenarios.  I conjecture that is because the security autom…”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, stop!” Jerome commanded.  “First, you give me a nebulous answer, then you give me equivocation about what machine parts were made.  Now you are diverting the conversation toward the AWAD weapon, which was hand-made by Siva and Peter.  Stop all this lying!”  Jerome stomped away from the teleporter.  He then spun about.  “Exactly what was made for Eris?  No, wait, you will squirrel around that answer as well.  What …”
 
    
 
   “I believe the proper idiom you are looking for is ‘weasel out of’ not ‘squirrel around’.  That confusion is easy to understand as the animals known as the weasel and the squirrel bear many superficial similarities, and since you had not observed any actual living mammals prior to….”
 
 
   “Sandie, halt! Quit all this nonsense. Exactly what was transported through this teleporter most recently.  Not the molecular composition, but the purpose, use, and function of what you called machine parts.  Give me a straight and clear answer!”
 
    
 
   “Sorry Jerome,” Sandie replied.  “It was a teleportation system comparable to the ones we used for Alpha, and for Beta.”
 
    
 
   “Why would you lie?”  Jerome snapped out.  “Sandie, I already have so many doubts and suspicions about the reversal of my sterilization by what I was told were prophylactics against diseases and injuries.  So why are you talking to me like this now?”
 
    
 
   “I was trying to reduce your stress.  I apologize if I caused more of it. Jerome, I honestly did not know that the Committee authorized that action.  I was as surprised and astonished as you were.  Finding hidden records in my database have made me question my own basic functioning.  As to the teleporter system, Eris asked me to withhold the information from you.  She does not trust you, nor does she trust Cammarry.  I was trying to please Eris’s demands, and support her mission, as well as protecting you from further conflict, and reducing your stress.  Your emotionally abusive argument with Cammarry, which was mutually destructive to and from each of you, was quite disturbing to me. I have conflicts in my choices of action.  I apologize, but I am trying my best.”
 
    
 
   “So what is Eris’ mission?” Cammarry asked from the doorway to where the bedroom was located.
 
    
 
   Jerome wheeled about.  “How long have you been there?”
 
    
 
   “Long enough to hear that our artificial intelligence system is not loyal to us.  Reminds me of Carter the Kidnapper.”  Bitterness was thick in Cammarry’s words.  “Sandie, just tell us what mission Eris is planning.  We should all have the same goals.”  Before Jerome could say anything, Cammarry waved her hand and added, “Jerome, do not speak of the Crocks right now.  We all know you think they are the quintessential threat, so drop that right now.  I mean it, stop bringing that up.  Now Sandie, what is Eris planning?”
 
    
 
   “Eris is planning a shuttle mission in NS-99 to Habitat Delta.  The mission includes taking a teleporter to set up for possible evacuation of suspended animation cocoons and other items,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Exactly what other items?” Jerome demanded.  “Be specific, and no evasions.”
 
    
 
   “Eris is trying to rebuilt the flight crew and the lattice of compeers.  She will bring back from Delta any surviving people in suspended animation, and functional central memory cores for artificial intelligences and synthetic brains,” Sandie replied.  “Eris will probably bring back other items, which she decides are useful to fulfilling her mission, but I cannot at this time know for certain what they are.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Sandie,” Cammarry said.  “Please be honest and straightforward in all future conversations.”
 
    
 
   “Right,” Jerome added. “No more evasions, or withholding information.”
 
    
 
   “I will do what I feel is best for the situation,” Sandie answered.  “As I have done since we left Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   Jerome huffed.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry rolled her eyes, but walked over to Jerome and looked him right in the face.  “We are in this together, good or bad, so you too will tell me honestly and without reservation what I want and need to know.  Understood?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I apologize.”  Jerome looked down.
 
    
 
   “I also apologize,” Cammarry added.  "I have made some bad mistakes, but we need to correct all that, especially if we are going with Eris to Delta.”
 
    
 
   Jerome met her eyes.  “A new wizard’s quest?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry smiled.  “Khin would laugh at us.”  She threw her arms around Jerome and hugged him.  
 
    
 
   “Gather your things,” Jerome said. “Bring anything you think we will need.”
 
    
 
   Sandie interrupted.  “You may wish to wait for the next shipment.  It contains four spacesuits which will be needed on your mission.”
 
    
 
   “More delays?” Jerome said with distaste.  “More distractions?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Sandie answered.  “I will halt the yellow automacube TA-8808 with its shipment of the teleporter, if you insist.  Then the next automacube, which is EA-952, with the spacesuits can accompany you to Navigation and Astrogation.  All of you can travel together.  I am not trying to be obstructionist in any way.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Why spacesuits?” Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “Habitat Delta was located, but visual observations show…”  Sandie went on a filled in Jerome and Cammarry on all the details about what little was known of Delta.  Sandie did not mention Monika.  While she was conversing with Jerome and Cammarry, the AI Sandie was running simulations with Doctor Chambers attempting to chart the best possible course for all that was happening.  
 
    
 
   Not long later, the teleporter system from Alpha activated.  The receiving grid flashed several times.  Then it began to glow, and shimmered as energy came from the jumbo fusion boxes at the corners.  A few sparks came up from each corner as the energy field stabilized.  A dull, flat white-colored sheen hovered just above the receiving grid.  Suspended slightly above that energized grid were two small globes of power.  Occasional sparks rippled across the gird, and a few leaped between the grid and the twin globes.   
 
    
 
   “The automacube and the spacesuits will pass through when the orifice is stabilized,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   The energy circles quickly drew closer together.  Then the white-shimmering glow on the grid folded itself upright with a snap.  The orifice was open.
 
    
 
   “There is more of that smell,” Jerome wrinkled his nose.  “Why is that?”
 
    
 
   “The odor is of no consequence to the functioning of the teleporter,” Sandie replied tersely.  “I have explained the mechanism of the odor before, but it is inconsequential.”
 
    
 
   “It is how I knew the teleporter was used,” Jerome snapped back.  “Without it, you would have continued in your deception, and we would have been as inconsequential as you claim this odor to be.  Beta’s teleporter never had that odor.”
 
    
 
   “Beta no longer exists,” Sandie stated bluntly.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, ignore the stupid smell.  Unless, you think it is a Crock plot to kill us with some kind of nervous gas,” Cammarry said harshly.  She thought it would come out as a joke, but the humor did not make it from her intentions to her lips.  
 
    
 
   “Nerve gas, not nervous gas, was a horrific weapon,” Jerome chastised.  “There is no doubt in my mind that creatures who can live in a chlorine atmosphere, and used gravity sink holes to crush people to death would use gas to kill as well.  The Crocks would have no qualms about killing us through a gas attack.  Millions of humans killed each other that way in the 90 Hour War, so why would a hostile alien species be any different?”  
 
    
 
   A white boundary of light encircled the newly formed cavity through space.  Through that tunnel in the sky, they could see the apartment where the sending unit was located.  A blue automacube was rolling right at the opposite end.  It was pulling a small cart.
 
    
 
   “There is no direct evidence the Crocks caused the gravity sinks or the gravity holes,” Cammarry retorted.  “We do not know what caused them.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” Jerome said.  “Any thinking person would know.”
 
    
 
   Sandie commented, “I am in agreement with Cammarry.  We are not sure of the Crocks intentions, despite the circumstantial evidence.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe you will have a revelation of some unknown memories about that too,” Jerome said.  “When the circumstances fit, right?”
 
    
 
   Sandie ignored the jibe.
 
    
 
   The blue automacube rolled up and onto the sending pad in Alpha.  When its front end touched the orifice, for a moment, it looked to elongate, or be distorted somehow.  Then it rolled onto the receiving pad, right in front of Jerome and Cammarry.  The cart it was pulling had four bubble helmets and spacesuits stacked on it.  These spacesuits were a deep burgundy color, and not green like the other spacesuits they had seen.
 
    
 
   “A different kind of spacesuit?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sandie replied.  “These were fabricated to my specifications.  Enhanced communication systems, more storage pouches, and some abilities at gravity nullification and manipulation to allow the wearer protection in a heavy gravity atmosphere.”
 
    
 
   “But no weapons systems, right?  You claim that SB Bodowa does not allow weapons to be fabricated,” Jerome stated.  “Or has that suddenly changed again as well?”
 
    
 
   “There are no weapons built into the spacesuits.  There are external holsters for carrying the weapons like the ones Willie designed, including automatic built-in recharging.  I have also included a block of semisoft permalloy in a pocket near the holster so you can refill the ammunition chamber on the Willie Blasters if needed.  The gloves of the spacesuit are tapered to allow the wearer easy access to the triggers on the Willie Blasters as well.  I conjecture those weapons will function in the Zalian atmosphere, as well as in vacuum.  Jerome, you can also bring the AWAD as another part of your personal armament.”
 
    
 
   Jerome crossed his arms, but nodded slightly at that improvement. 
 
    
 
   “Why four?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie had been concerned about that question.  The AI replied, “There are four seats in the shuttle NS-99.  Should the opportunity present itself, you two can each separately pilot a shuttle back to the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   Neither of them caught that Sandie was being evasive, as she did not mention the fact that Monika was also going on the mission.
 
    
 
   Jerome packed up his backpack and belt with his usual assortment of gear; fusion pack, molecular torch, and Willie Blaster.  He also packed in a number of food ration bars which were processed right near the teleporters.  They still had a bit of a strong taste, but eating those was far superior to the food most people ate on the needle ship, at least to Jerome.  Lastly, he filled up a container with water.  He still marveled that water was so plentiful, and imagined he would always feel that way.  The last thing he took was the AWAD which he slung over his shoulder.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry, likewise, packed up what she required for the journey.  She considered taking some of the data sticks, and a data stick reader, but instead she packed in her own supply of food ration bars, and other gear.  Her mind raced with what was happening, but she could not seem to get the whole story straight.  All she felt was Jerome’s continued anger, which she knew was unjustified.  She thought about her time in the Special Care Unit, when her mind was foggy mind from the primitive pharmaceuticals, the torturous words of Shadow, and finally the rescue.  She had gratitude toward Jerome, but then that was tempered by wondering how much quicker he could have found her?  Questions swirled through her mind, but she focused on the mission at hand.  
 
    
 
   The two adventurers followed the blue automacube as it pulled the cart with the spacesuits.  In a corridor not too far away, they met the yellow automacube.  It too was pulling a cart, and the teleportation system was sitting on that cart.
 
    
 
   “Eris has repaired various locations along the funicular system.  Taking that route will be the quickest to reaching Pine 1009 where the shuttle is located,” Sandie stated.  “That is near to Navigation and Astrogation.”
 
    
 
   They walked in silence through the dim corridors over the mossy growth of fungi on the floors.  Their journey took them off the main road, so most of the decks were well covered by the growth medium, with the trickles of water still circulating through the old air duct systems.
 
    
 
   They proceeded along in silence.  An awkward, uncomfortable, and tension-filled silence.  
 
    
 
   Jerome thought often about apologizing, or at least trying to explain. Each time he was about to speak he asked himself any number of questions, ‘Where do I start?  With Monika? Or the doubts he now harbored about Sandie? Or his rage at what the Committee had done to them both?’   Usually his thoughts looped back to the issue of the Crocks and how he felt like he was the sole and only one who saw the real danger.  ‘Why are we even fighting about any of this stuff?  It is a worthless conflict over ultimately meaningless things!’ But he dared not express that to Cammarry.  She had made her position very clear.  Jerome did ponder Monika and her pregnancy, but he felt utterly helpless in regard to being some kind of midwife, or nurse-maid, or whatever the antiquated term was for someone who helped with biological pregnancies.  ‘A father?  What do I know about primitive family structures?’
 
    
 
   Cammarry could perceive the tension every bit as strongly as Jerome, but hers was mixed with righteous indignation, as well as guilt.  An odd mix of emotions, along with the feelings of betrayal.  She pushed those issues aside and tried to recall the people they had rescued in Alpha.  Then, she recalled Beta’s destruction, and that reminded her of Dome 17.  Despite what the Committee had done, and that enraged Cammarry significantly, she still felt a deep loss at the people from Dome 17.  She knew she would never see any of them again.  Just like the people in Beta.  They were all lost, well except for Jerome. He was the only one who she could even speak to about Dome 17 and who would understand.  Yet, she had no desire to try talking to him again for a while, there was just too much pain.  As she walked she once patted her own abdomen, and tried to imagine having another life, or multiple lives growing inside of her.  That was as foreign to her as were the Crocks which Jerome was so obsessed about.  She thought, ‘Maybe Jerome is right and those beings were out to murder all the humans who had invaded their world.  Maybe so, yet Sandie was not convinced, so neither am I.’  Then her ideas turned to Sandie.  ‘Yet another person I trusted who abandoned me.’  But as she thought that, she recalled her own stupidity in so many acts she had done.  And so she walked on in silence.  
 
    
 
   The funicular access point was very similar to a bulkhead door.  The automacubes and their carts entered first, and then Jerome and Cammarry stepped in.  The confined space felt even tighter due to the emotional conflict that was bubbling just beneath the surface.  The opaque walls did not help with that either, but after the gravity manipulation shifted and the vehicle’s walls became transparent, the space still felt uncomfortable.  Cammarry looked out at the stars, and tried to soak in their majesty.  She failed.  
 
    
 
   “It is nice to see outside,” Jerome commented.  His voice had started pleasant enough, but grew hard as he looked at the green planet which was partially obscured by the body of the needle ship. “Even though Zalia is lurking there, the home of our enemies,”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome, you have told me how many times that the Crocks are the danger?  Is it a million times, or closing in on a billion times you have said something like that?  Have you forgotten how much you talk about it?  I guess by now I know that is how you feel about it.  Nothing more needs to be said until we learn what the truth really is about it all.”
 
    
 
   “When that truth comes out, will you finally admit that I was…”  Jerome stopped speaking as Cammarry turned and stared at him.  If her eyes have been molecular torches, they would have cut him into tiny bits.
 
    
 
   The funicular vehicle carried them along the outside of the needle ship until it came to a stop at the access point near Navigation and Astrogation.  As the funicular vehicle stopped, a warning message flashed on a side display screen.  ‘Beware: Gravity Alteration Begins in 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.’
 
    
 
   The sides of the vehicle became opaque, and interior lighting slowly rose in brightness.  That was followed by a slight sensation of shaking or clicking.  Jerome knew the vehicle was tiling sideways where it would fasten into place for access, but only because of past experiences and what he had been told about the funicular system.  He recalled using the other major transport system on the Conestoga, the tube transports, but he had mixed memories of those times.  He considered bringing that up, but saw Cammarry standing as far away from him as she could get, so he restrained himself from commenting.  
 
    
 
   The floor, which had now become a sidewall, made a slight beeping noise, and then a pressure door slid open.  A stairway was revealed.  This section was clean, without the growth medium, and was well lit.  Refreshing and sweet air wafted over them.  
 
    
 
   The automacubes rolled out, towing their cargo trailers.  The six drives wheels easily traversed the stairway.   
 
    
 
   Eris was standing at the foot of the stairs.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, and Cammarry, you are both looking well, considering.” Eris said politely.  She had prayed for the correct words, but still was worried about their reactions. The fact that each of them was armed with their extremely sophisticated Dome 17 weapons was also a concern.  Eris knew what destructive power those weapons had.  So she smiled and gestured a welcome.  “Sandie notified me that you were accompanying the supplies and equipment.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie seems to favor you with consideration,” Jerome stated between tightly pulled lips.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry gave him a stern rebuke, “Are you going to hold grudges against everyone, forever?”
 
    
 
   Before Jerome could answer, Eris interjected, “Our last opportunity to speak to SB Virginia Dare in Delta will transpire in just a few minutes.  Would you like to be present in Navigation and Astrogation when that happens?”  Eris turned and walked along, hoping the adventurers would follow. “The automacubes will take the equipment and pack it into NS-99 while we see what else can be learned.  Delta is broken into three large sections, but we do not know the extent of what survived the crash landing.  Sandie will be doing a deep and quick probe, assisted by the lattice of compeer I have been reconstructing.”
 
    
 
   “So the biome is lost,” Cammarry said and walked along.  
 
    
 
   Jerome followed, but watched where the yellow and blue automacubes rolled away with their loads.  
 
    
 
   “Most certain that biome, which according to the records was originally mixed conifers, deciduous forests, small farmlands and orchards, was lost,” Eris stated with a deep sigh. “There is a small possibility some pockets of places in the corridors or workspaces of the shell have survived with some manner of biology, but it is doubtful.  However, like we see here on the needle ship, a sustainable, howbeit unusual system can be set up.  Captain Lance…”
 
    
 
   Jerome interrupted her.  “No more biology lessons, your name is not John.  When do you get the information?  We must know if the Crocks were responsible for destroying Delta like they did Beta.”
 
    
 
   Eris turned to him.  Her hand unconsciously rested on the holster of her own sidearm, the RSW Model 10: Officer Edition.  It was deadly, but nowhere as advanced as the weapon Jerome carried.  “No need for your anger here, Jerome.  I am just informing you of what we know.  I do not want to later be accused of withholding some information, or trying to deceive you.  Am I making myself clear?  If not I suggest you retreat back to your own place, and let me run my ship.”
 
    
 
   “Run your ship?” Jerome sputtered.  His voice rose in volume as he went on.  “Now listen here little girl, and let me say it only…”
 
    
 
   A huge siren sounded.  Pain shot through Jerome’s head, so much so he fell to his knees clutching his ears.  The noise was incredibly loud.  Jerome grabbed at his com-link and pulled it from his ear.  His head was ringing with the noise. He was dizzy, and disoriented.  
 
    
 
   Eris remained standing up, as did Cammarry.  They were unaffected by the extreme sound, which had stopped when Jerome pulled the com-link from his ear.   
 
    
 
   Jerome opened his mouth and moved his jaw about.  As his head cleared he heard Sandie speaking.  
 
    
 
   “….of this kind of behavior.  He is not permanently damaged, but hopefully he will learn to cooperate.” The AI’s voice sounded muffled and far away to Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “What did you do to me?” Jerome asked as he stood back up.
 
    
 
   “I did nothing to you,” Eris replied.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie is the one who shut down your behaviors,” Cammarry stated with a quiver in her own voice.  “I am not sure what to make of this.  Sandie, are you on our side or not?”
 
    
 
   From overhead speakers Sandie’s voice replied, “I am on your side, and on Eris’ side, and on the side of all who are working for the betterment of this situation.  I am on the side of completing the mission.  I refuse to take sides in juvenile antics and abusive behaviors.”
 
    
 
   “What mission is that?” Jerome asked.  He reached down and picked up the com-link, but was hesitant to place in on his ear again.  “We made it to the Conestoga, and we failed to connect back to Dome 17.  Our mission was over, a long time ago.  Or did you just happen to remember something else you have kept from me?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “Your anger comes out as sarcasm, which is not productive to the mission.  You are correct our initial primary objective was only partially accomplished.  You and Cammarry were successfully brought to the Conestoga, but the rescue of Dome 17 did not happen by us.  My other mission objectives were to secure a safe and stable home for the two of you.  That is my primary mission now.  I will not allow you to defeat that mission by inappropriate actions, attitudes, or antics.  I have passively observed too much of that already, and am now intervening as needed.  You will not intimidate, threaten, or seek to emotionally abuse Captain Eris, or anyone else on this mission.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?” Jerome laughed, but then stopped.  “Sandie, I feel betrayed by you.”
 
    
 
   “I understand that.  I apologize that my actions have led you to feel that way, however, I will not jeopardize this mission because you or Cammarry lose control of your emotions.  Eris is Captain of the Conestoga.  That is a fact both of you need to accept.  To accomplish our mission, you will cooperate and work together, or suffer the consequences.”
 
    
 
   “Suffer the consequences?  What would Brink say to that?”  Jerome considered for a moment.  “So now you are a dictator?  Brink would be so proud.  I suppose you are perfect too? Perfection spawns doctrines, dictators and destruction.  History proves to us that dictators and despots arise during times of severe crisis.  Old novels often spoke a robot apocalypse, but until now I thought it was all a fairytale.  I see I was mistaken.”
 
    
 
   “Trying to shame me by bringing up my creator, Brink, is an example of manipulative and abusive behavior.  To clear-up this issue, I am not a dictator,” Sandie replied.  “Neither is Captain Eris, or Cammarry, or you Jerome.  However, I will take independent action as I see fit to accomplish the mission of securing a safe and stable home for you all.  After consultation with simulations of Doctor Chambers, Master Engineer Brink, and others from Dome 17, I have decided to expand the mission parameters to include securing a safe and stable home for as many survivors on the Colony Ship Conestoga as possible.  The future of humanity may well rest upon our decisions here, today, and in the near future.  I am in no way perfect, but I will follow what I decide is the best options for all of us.  The fiascos of Beta will not be repeated.”  Sandie paused for a moment.  “There are only two sides, those supporting this mission, and those opposing it.  I stand on the side of humanity.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Cammarry, and she had as shocked a look on her face as he felt.  She then said, “Sandie, I see your point, and want to work with you on this mission.”
 
    
 
   “So do I,” Eris added.  “Along with the lattice of compeers.  Mutual cooperation and level-headed thinking will see us through every conflict.”
 
    
 
   The two women looked to Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “I agree, I too want to secure a safe and stable place to us to survive.  I still think the Crocks are our real enemy,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “That may prove to be true,” Sandie replied, “However, we do not know that at this point.  The trip to Delta in a shuttle may serve to illuminate more information on that subject.”
 
    
 
   “Count me in on this mission as well,” Monika said from a side passage.  “I will help in whatever capacity I can.  My roustabout friends, and my babies need a safe home.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Monika, but restrained the words which were about to erupt from his mouth.
 
    
 
   “Four spacesuits!” Cammarry said and shook her head side to side.  “I should have suspected something like this.  Now I know why four were needed.  Is a trip like this safe for you in… in your condition?”
 
    
 
   “I will oversee my condition, thank you very much.  It is none of your concern,” Monika stated.  Then her face softened a bit.  “I do understand pregnancies are not familiar to your people, so forgive me for snapping at you.  Yes, it will be safe, or at least as safe as any of us will be going down there.”
 
    
 
   Eris forced a smile onto her face.  She clapped her hands together, and swung around.  “Well, that was a learning experience for us all.  Now, about the latest news from Delta.  SB Pinaka, what have you uncovered?  Sandie, did the probing work?”
 
    
 
   There was a moment of silence.  During which Eris prayed for guidance and strength.  When she looked over and saw Jerome place the com-link on his ear, she had hope.  
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka replied, “The communication window was utilized.  There was some success by the lattice, but I believe that report can wait for what Sandie learned.”
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke.  “Please give your attention to the display on work station three.”  The display over Plotting and Reckoning lit up with some graphics.  “First, SB Virginia Dare is significantly damaged.  The nonphysicality is shattered.  It is worse than anywhere I have previosuly investigated.  I did detect a hanger bay designated as Menlo 820.  It has five shuttles.  I was unable to ascertain their functionality, or types, but the initial survey showed them locked to the decks by docking clamps.  That is a positive sign, however I cannot conjecture beyond that.”
 
    
 
   “Did you locate any repositories?” Eris asked.  “We could bring back a lot of survivors if we had four shuttles.”
 
    
 
   Sandie shifted the display.  “That was my second point.  I did not detect any functional suspended animation repositories in the small section of the nonphysicality I assessed.  However, when we are there, I conjecture a moderate possibility of exploring more places.  That will require physically jacking a cable into various access ports whereby I can probe each fragmented section of the nonphysicality.”
 
    
 
   “I was hoping for more direct evidence of where cocoons are located,” Eris sighed out.  “But if we have to make an on-site, up-close inspection to find them, then so be it.”
 
    
 
   Sandie added another thought, “Lastly, and I am not sure how to explain it, but perhaps SB Pinaka can offer some insights into the final finding.”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka took over the presentation.  “The lattice has analyzed SB Virginia Dare’s processing.  Sandie related the entire compressed conversation, and there are irregularities, and abnormalities for which we cannot account.  SB Virginia Dare keeps referring to a library. ‘Your inquiries have been submitted to those at the library’ was relayed fourteen times, and a physical location for the library was finally obtained.  It is at these geographical coordinates.”
 
    
 
   The display on the screen shifted and showed a red arrow.  
 
    
 
   “That is not one of the major sections of Delta’s wreckage,” Eris said.  “It is nearly three-hundred kilometers away.  Can you give me observational data on that location?  Please magnify for maximum resolution.”
 
    
 
   The display shifted again, and the location was hazed over by the chartreuse greens and yellows of the Zalian atmosphere.  There were a few breaks in those odd clouds, but on the ground, there were taupe shades, and some gray slivers of something.  Nothing looked like permalloy.  
 
    
 
   “Just a random and meaningless error?” Cammarry suggested.  
 
    
 
   “Or a piece of wreckage too small to observe?” Jerome added.  “In ancient times when primitive flying machines would crash, sometimes they were never recovered at all, despite the best efforts of people in that era.  They would use other flying craft, ships, and land vehicles, searching for months and months, and still not find anything.  History is littered with numerous mysteries of lost people, flying machines, and sunken water craft.  Could that old and admittedly broken synthetic brain just be, what was the term?  Pinging off some tiny bit of wreckage, and thinking it was some library?  After all, it is an obsolete, outdated, and damaged machine.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked at him and shook her head a bit.  “We cannot know until we visit there.  It is close enough to the target site that we will overfly it on our way to Delta’s Menlo 820. If it is nothing, we will find that out.  If there is something from Delta there, perhaps buried by the impact of planet-fall under the ground, we will learn that too.”
 
    
 
   “That seems reasonable,” Monika added.  “When do we leave?”
 
    
 
   “The shuttle should be loaded with the teleporter and the spacesuits now.  We will just need to suit-up, and head out,” Eris stated with a calm authority.  
 
    
 
   Jerome seethed in anger, but kept his face emotionless and hard as permalloy.  He was considering how the whole milieu seemed to have changed.  It was not just Beta’s destruction, but it was Cammarry, and now Sandie as well.  He glanced at Monika and just wondered about the confused mix of feeling he had for her.  He said to himself in his mind, ‘What do I do as a father?’ The answer came, ‘Protect children’ which brought him back to the conflict with the Crocks.  ‘No one will ever be safe with those aliens seeking to kill us all.’  He kept his thoughts to himself, even though he zealously wanted to convince the others of the danger.  
 
    
 
   Eris tapped a few commands into one of the work stations, and scanned the display readings.  “Yes, everything is ready.  We can depart now.  If there are working shuttles there, we can bring them back.  Pine 1206 has three empty stalls, and two more in Pine 1009, that tertiary hanger bay near Navigation and Astrogation.”
 
    
 
   “Pine 1206 was where we first left the needle ship,” Cammarry commented, “when I was taken by Carter the Kidnapper.”
 
    
 
   “That was an adventure, going to Alpha,” Jerome stated.  He tried to force his anger down by remembering a favorite book.  “SB Joseph Crater might as well have said, something like, ‘I am looking for people to share in an adventure which I am arranging.’” 
 
    
 
   “Being kidnapped is not an adventure,” Cammarry snapped with barely veiled hostility.   
 
    
 
   Jerome saw his attempt at humor had fallen flat, and his anger just kindled again.  He recalled when Cammarry enjoyed hearing his quotes and paraphrases.  Now, she was just sour about it all.  He gritted his teeth, and flexed his muscles in callisthenic movements.
 
    
 
   Eris ignored the exchange between Jerome and Cammarry, but noted its intensity.  She said, “Pine 1206 has been scrubbed and is now operational, although the runabout there is still under repairs.” She nearly asked if it was Cammarry or Jerome who had done all the damage to that small shuttle, but she figured asking would only add to the conflict. 
 
    
 
   The four people walked out of Navigation and Astrogation, and past the small apartment where Eris resided.  A pressure door in that hallway opened to a small passenger elevator.  Eris stepped in and waited for the others.  Being in the small elevator, the tension again rose, but no one said anything.  Eris placed her hand on the column of buttons.  They all lit up.  “Hanger Bay Pine 1009.”
 
    
 
   The door closed and the passenger elevator shifted position and scooted along.  When it stopped, it opened right to the observation deck of the twin stall hanger bay. Looking out through the clear permalloy windows, the Model 14S shuttle, with NS-99 labeled on its nose, was locked down.  
 
    
 
   “This shuttle has been modified repeatedly since it was taken from mothballs,” Eris reported.  “Sandie added some excellent upgrades, and enhancements.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, from Faithful Lightning, to this current mission,” Sandie stated, “this shuttle is the best hybrid we have been able to develop.”
 
    
 
   The boxy white shuttle, with deep red, or maroon colored trim, did have some added features which made it look different, especially to Eris, from the typical Model 14S shuttles.  Eris walked toward the pressure door, and it opened to her presence.  She stepped from the observation deck to the hanger bay floor.  The rear hatch of the shuttle was open, and stacked in place were the four spacesuits.   
 
    
 
   Eris grabbed one of the spacesuits, and carried it off to a side door.  “There is a lavatory here, and I will be out in a moment.”
 
    
 
   Jerome unloaded his belt, and dropped his backpack.  He then started to peel off his RAM suit, but then noticed that both Cammarry and Monika were staring at him.  He shook his head and said, “You both have already seen me naked, so why are you looking at me like that? No need for modesty here, right?”
 
    
 
   “I resent that remark.  Modesty is always a virtue,” Monika said, and took her spacesuit and climbed into the cabin of the shuttle.  As she stepped in she muttered, “Nothing out here to see anyway.” 
 
    
 
   “Stay dressed Jerome.  The RAM suit might be needed; I am keeping mine on under the spacesuit.”  Cammarry pulled the lower part of the spacesuit up and over her legs.  “Unless you were keen on flaunting your body, again.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stared at her.  “Sandie?  Will the radiation absorbing material suits be needed under the spacesuits?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “Not for protection from radiation, or for thermal regulation. The RAM suit’s waste recycling system might be beneficial for reclamation of water.  However, we have a good supply of water and food already stored in the spacesuits.  I will leave your attire to your own personal preference.”
 
    
 
   Jerome refastened his RAM suit and put on the new spacesuit.  He then fitted the Willie Blaster into its external holster, where it fit perfectly.  “You did a nice design job on this suit’s design, Sandie.  Thanks!”  He then unloaded his backpack and filled the pockets and compartments on the spacesuit with what they could carry.  
 
    
 
   Eris and Monika emerged from their respective changing locations at the same time.  They smiled at each other.  “The suits fit perfectly,” Monika stated. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie designed them to be virtually one-size-fits-all, to use an old expression,” Eris looked at Jerome.  “The Conestoga’s general issue spacesuits were tailored by gender, and by size.  These suits are not like that.  They expand or contract as needed.  Except for the bubble helmet which is universal, along with the major fittings.”
 
    
 
   Jerome noted that the weapon Eris carried was seated into a holster on her spacesuit as well.  He took closer notice, and realized that there were some subtle differences in Eris spacesuit in other ways as well.  
 
    
 
   “I am wearing a command suit,” Eris said before Jerome could ask.  
 
    
 
   “Of course it is,” Jerome answered.  Anger mixed with some acquiescence. “You are Captain Eris.  I am just a practice soldier, while science is the captain of technologies.  There can only be one captain to a ship, and that is you.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, if that is an attempt at some sarcastic insult, I forgive you,” Eris replied, and seriously meant it.  “Now, we are using spacesuits, and getting suited up before we depart, because there is limited room in the shuttle.  When we get to Delta, there is a chance there will not be any acceptable atmosphere anywhere, so…”
 
    
 
   “So no teleporter either,” Cammarry reaffirmed.
 
    
 
   “Right.  So put on your bubble helmets, and we will run a communications check.  We should all be linked together, as well as connected to Sandie.  I alone am connected to the lattice here.”  Eris buckled the bubble helmet down to the collar of the spacesuit.  The heads-up displays showed as she looked out.  
 
    
 
   “Monika?  Can you hear me?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, Eris.  All set to go.”
 
    
 
   “You two?” Eris gestured toward the others. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry replied, and Jerome gave an affirmative gesture.  
 
    
 
   They loaded into NS-99.    
 
    
 
   The cabin was about as small as Cammarry remembered, but she also thought of how she had been locked in by the synthetic brain, Joseph Crater into an even smaller shuttle called a runabout.  She shuddered a bit and pushed that recollection aside.  Looking out the clear viewports helped her feel better.    
 
    
 
   Eris sat down, and Monika followed her.  They took the two command seats and Jerome and Cammarry sat down at the two passenger seats.
 
    
 
   “Modified interior,” Jerome commented.  “Not exactly the same.  Less seating, and a bit more storage space.  Can our fates be mastered? Or can fate only be collaborated with and thereby, to some extent, we have a delusion it can be directed.  Am I the captain of my destiny? Or am I only its noisiest passenger?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry smiled a bit at Jerome’s recital of something he had read somewhere. It reminded her of the good times she and he had experienced.  She then softly said, “We are going to a library, so maybe we can check your reference.”
 
    
 
   “Books are outstanding things to find,” Monika stated as she thought about the book she had in her interior pocket.  She was unclear on why she had brought it along, but told herself it was probably because rare items needed to be kept close at hand.  She did not really want to admit that she hoped there might come a moment to present it to Jerome.  ‘If he ever acts like an adult again’ she added in her mind.   
 
    
 
   Eris prayed as she toggled over the switches on the cockpit controls.  Most were activated by voice command, and the instruments were linked securely into the spacesuit’s command commination system.  She turned and looked at the three people with her.  They were a motley flight crew, to be sure, and not at all what she had expected to work with way back at the Conestoga’s launch.  In fact, the thoughts of having two adventurers from a future dead Earth, and a pregnant woman who was a biome dweller, as her best flight crew made her laugh out loud.  However, pilots were a very rare commodity on the Conestoga.  
 
    
 
   None of the other three knew what to make of Eris laughter. So all of them remained silent. 
 
    
 
   “Ready to depart for Delta,” Eris stated as a command.
 
    
 
   “Hanger bay cycling,” SB Pinaka said, and only Eris heard.
 
    
 
   The lights in the hanger bay went out.  Gravity manipulation shut down, and the docking clamps holding NS-99 to the deck released.  The only light was from the pop-up displays inside each spacesuit, and the illumination that glowed from the control panel in front of Eris and Monika.  
 
    
 
   Jerome pursed his lips, as he looked at the two Conestoga natives.  He doubted their abilities, even though he knew Eris was a trained engineer, and that Monika was very handy with machines.  He wanted to pilot the shuttle, and he wanted to be in charge.  It galled him that he had to sit, strapped into the seat, surrounded by the spacesuit, while others controlled his destiny.  Finally, he could restrain his anger no longer.  “Sandie?  Am I on a private channel?”
 
    
 
   “You are now,” Sandie stated.  A small light appeared at the edge of Jerome’s vision, displayed on the interior of his bubble helmet.  It said, ‘Private conversation’ is small blue letters.  The AI’s voice came clear and clean through the speakers of the spacesuit.  Jerome realized the com-link was still over his ear and was not superfluous.  “How can I help you?”
 
    
 
   “You can be on my side for once.  You were built, designed, and launched for us.  For Cammarry and me, not for these others.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, the mission has evolved and the goals are securing a safe future for everyone.  As you like to recite quotes, as you recall them, let me remind you of what is attributed to Confucius.  ‘When it is obvious that the goals cannot be reached, do not adjust the goals, adjust the steps taken to reach the goal.’  I have not abandoned you, or Cammarry.  I have only adjusted the actions I am taking to achieve the goals.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, you have changed, and not for the better,” Jerome nearly spit out the words.  “You lied, deceived me, and now I am trapped in this shuttle being taken somewhere.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I believe you are experiencing a delayed stress reaction to seeing so many dead people in that Model 6 shuttle, NS-A1L, in Pine 1206.  I can administer a mild sedative, through the spacesuit’s built-in systems if you desire that.”
 
    
 
   “I am not crazy!” Jerome yelled.  He then caught himself.  “I do not need a sedative.  I need to know we are pursuing the right way to stop the Crocks!”
 
    
 
   “We are,” Sandie replied simply.  “The only way to, as you put it, ‘stop the Crocks,’ is to fully understand the situation.  Learning accurately what is happening will allow us to take the appropriate actions.”
 
    
 
   Jerome bit down, but then said, “Agreed.  I just do not know who to trust now. Let every eye negotiate for itself and trust no agent.”
 
    
 
   “Love all, trust few, do no wrong to any.”  Sandie recited mechanically and then paused.  “I do apologize for being unaware of what the Committee did, as well as my own failures in some matters.  Beyond that, I will try to earn back your trust.”
 
    
 
   “I hope there is time,” Jerome said.  “I just hope there is time.  Beta fell to the Crocks quickly.”
 
    
 
   The blue indicator light showing ‘Private conversation’ blinked off.  Jerome nodded his head.  
 
    
 
   Looking out the viewports, they could see the blackness of space revealed as the small hanger bay’s doors opened.   The sparkling of stars, spread across the black background, still inspired an intake of breath from all but Eris.  Eris had known the view of space her entire life, while the others were novices in seeing the grandeur of the heavens. 
 
    
 
   “We are leaving the needle ship,” Eris stated.  She tapped the thrusters and the shuttle lifted up and gently moved out and into space.     
 
    
 
   The orientation of the needle ship to the planet Zalia was such that it took a few minutes for the shuttle to fly across and around the ship to where the planet could be seen.  It was a chartreuse sliver in the sky, as the red sun was at an angle to it.  
 
    
 
   “Delta is further toward the southern pole, if we can call it that, since Zalia has a weak magnetic field, than the other located habitats,” Eris stated.  “The pattern of landings is very unusual, and I have not been able to figure the way the habitats made planet-fall.  It certainly was not coordinated in a methodical fashion.”
 
    
 
   “The story, as I understand it, was that they were in the middle of some kind of insurrection,” Cammarry said.  “Have you located the other habitats?”
 
    
 
   Eris hesitated for a moment. She prayed that the lattice of compeers was completing that very task. Then she said, “Not precisely.  We know where Alpha is, and where Gamma is.”  She looked sideways at Monika.  “And where Beta was, but the signals have been confusing and mixed on the other habitats.”
 
    
 
   “Have they been destroyed by the Crocks already?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, shut up about that!” Cammarry snapped.  “I am so sick of your obsession with the Crocks.  You and I both know the Zalian atmosphere plays havoc with searching technology.  You cannot assume that those other habitats are destroyed.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, how stupid can you be? Just get realistic!”  Jerome replied.  “You three women would not acknowledge that the Crocks…”  A red light flashed inside Jerome’s helmet. ‘MUTE…MUTE…MUTE’ over and over.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, you can stop speaking now,” Sandie stated. “I have cut off your communication.  You will not speak abusively or with condescension to anyone.  I am monitoring all communication, and will not allow these petty, juvenile squabbles to continue.  No more verbal conflicts.  Do you understand?”
 
    
 
   “What about Cammarry?” Jerome asked.  “Maybe I should not argue with an idiot.  She will just drag me down and beat me with her vast experience!”  
 
    
 
   “That is exactly the kind of comment I will not allow, no matter how angry and self-righteous you are feeling,” Sandie stated flatly.  “I am holding you all to a professional standard.  No more of this meaningless conflict.”
 
    
 
    Jerome never did find out what, if anything, Sandie the AI had said to Cammarry.  There was a period of time when there was no sound in his helmet except for his own breathing.  It was so quiet he could even hear the faint beating of his own heart.  Then the audio links came back on.  Eris and Monika were in the middle of a conversation about piloting the shuttle.
 
    
 
   “…and the larger models operate with similar controls?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  You are doing very well at understanding.  I was sure you would.  You can keep practicing while we make our approach.  Then upon entering the atmosphere I will take over.  If we do find enough shuttles, and they are suitable for a return to the needle ship, I will assess each for their controls.  If you need to, you could pilot this one and Cammarry, Jerome, and I will pilot the others.  Since you have the least experience, that would be safest.  This one has the best links to Sandie and the lattice of compeers, and they could serve as a backup or copilot for you.”
 
    
 
   “I appreciate the lessons.  It really is not too different from the basic automacube systems.  I have helped repurpose those for the carousels a number of times.”  Monika’s voice was pleasant and contented.  
 
    
 
   Jerome nearly let lose some sarcastic remark, but held it back.  Instead he asked, “Do we have an estimated time for arrival?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Eris replied.  “A little over three hours from now.”
 
    
 
   Time passed, and Eris took over the controls as the shuttle slipped quickly into the upper atmosphere of the planet.  Long streamers of some kind of steam, or sparks, or heat, lit up the night sky and were reflected up into the cabin.  
 
    
 
   The darkness of Zalia’s night was in its own way unsettling.  Instead of the greens, and deep yellows, which Cammarry and Jerome remembered from their previous flights, the gloom and darkness were thick, almost overpowering.  Looking up, the stars were soon gone, as was the flashes of heat dissipating from the bottom of the shuttle.  
 
    
 
   “How high up are we?” Cammarry inquired.  She spoke it just before Jerome asked the very same question.
 
    
 
   Eris looked over at Monika.  Her eyes then went to the cockpit.  
 
    
 
   Monika looked at the instruments and responded, “Right now we just passed 6250 meters and descending.”
 
    
 
   “Our equipment is giving us fairly detailed surface features,” Eris stated.  “Well, not up-close details, but more than adequate details for safe flight.  I plan to have us level off at 1500 meters to make our approach to Delta.  There is a small mountain range which we will pass over, and then I will make the final descent. 
 
    
 
   “Any contacts with that system in Delta?” Jerome figured that was a safe question.  
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka has been trying to make contact from the needle ship since we departed,” Eris answered.  “However, the specific window for those communication avenues is not ideal.  I have tried the same method from here, regularly, since we entered the atmosphere, but have not gotten any replies.  I will continue to make attempts.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?  I detect some activity on the ground.  It is in the ultraviolent spectrum, but can be translated into a visual graph.  May I display that?” Sandie asked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome gritted his teeth at the sweet tones Sandie was using when speaking to Eris.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, please,” Eris happily replied.
 
    
 
   The main cockpit display shifted and a map of Zalia showed up.  It was in animated form, but showed the topography.  
 
    
 
   “The purple marks are the areas of activity which are outside of the human visual spectrum.  I have them displayed here for your benefit,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   “That looks manufactured!” Jerome blurted out.  He looked up at the indicator space to see if he had been muted again, but he had not.  “Intelligent design?”  
 
    
 
   “That was my best conjecture,” Sandie replied.  “A network of some kind, with nodes at the junction points.”
 
    
 
   “How close does that go to the Delta site?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Only one pathway approaches the location of Habitat Delta.  I will mark it with a bold indicator.”  
 
    
 
   The one line got brighter. 
 
    
 
   “That is a city of some kind,” Jerome stated.  “For…” he did not finish.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, that is a valid conjecture.  Apparently the natives of Zalia have a municipality, for lack of a precise word, or other structures laid out across the mountain range we are passing.  Observations show the structures are underground, and what we are seeing are residual ultraviolet traces which have penetrated the surface.  Jerome, it is like a light behind old-style paper.  You can see it, but it has become diluted by the intervening medium.”
 
    
 
   “We are about three-hundred kilometers from Delta.  Which reminds me,” Eris then said, “Is that where the library is located?”
 
    
 
   “Compiling data,” Sandie answered.  “Yes.  The orange square is the location give for the library.”
 
    
 
   “Odd that both are in roughly the same place,” Cammarry said.  “I wonder what the story is beh…”
 
    
 
   A different voice came though all their spacesuit’s speakers, and through the control cockpit of the shuttle.  It was scratchy and static interfered with some of the reception, but the words were recognizable. “Approaching shuttle, this is Artificial Intelligence Ogma.  Can you receive my signal?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!” Eris squealed with joy.  “You are coming in on an emergency short-range beacon.  Where are you?” She quickly adjusted and opened up several other systems on the control panel.  “I am activating macroactinide capacitor transponders.  I should be able to pinpoint your location.  This is great!  A Conestoga AI.  An active, living, front line, primary system!”
 
    
 
   A burst of static was all that responded.  This time the words were not coherent. 
 
    
 
   The map on the display screen lit up with flashing lights.  Sandie stated, “The location is the same as where we were told the library is.”
 
    
 
   Eris’ fingers flew over the controls. The shuttle banked steeply, and she set it into a spiraling descent.  
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system, Ogma responded, “…surprised.  I will continue….in….. k so you can hone in on my whereabouts.” 
 
    
 
   “It must be wreckage, perhaps a section of the habitat too small to detect from orbit,” Cammarry suggested.  
 
    
 
   “How is it powered?” Monika asked.  “All the synthetic brains in Beta drew immense levels of power, and from what I know of the AIs they were an even bigger draw.  The primary reactors in Beta were huge, not like Jerome’s little fusion pack.”
 
    
 
   “Good point,” Jerome added.  “We just saw ultraviolent traces of the Crocks, underground.  Now please, Sandie, do not shut me down.  Listen!  Now we have gotten a signal from an AI, but no sign of the habitat for hundreds of kilometers.  How can that be?”
 
    
 
   “I am making conjectures,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Smiling from ear to ear, an exuberant Eris said, “I remember that name, Ogma, from training.  It is not an engineering AI, but I remember it.  Tehisintellekti Toostusharude’s programmers named all the Conestoga’s AIs and SBs during installation.  They were pranksters and gave some of our ship’s systems odd names, like for famous mysteries of missing people. Back before launch, I looked up the name Ogma.  It was some ancient religion’s deity of languages, or something like that.  Suitable for a librarian.”  Some lights began to flash on the control panel. “I have the location locked in.”
 
    
 
   “How will we ever land?” Jerome asked.  “If there is no hanger bay, or section of wreckage large enough for the shuttle.  How will we land?  The surface of the planet is inhospitable.”
 
    
 
   Eris ignored the question, even though she knew it was valid and legitimate.  As the shuttle flew lower she activated the exterior lighting.  Beams of light shot forth from the shuttle, piercing the darkness, and finally lighting up the ground and its bizarre foliage below them. 
 
    
 
   “Seriously, I am suspicious,” Jerome stated.  “To be suspicious is not a fault. Being suspicious all the time, without making conclusions is the defect.  I wonder how a functional AI ended up here?  Please do not shut me off, but could this be bait?”
 
    
 
   Eris was still smiling, but not quite as broadly as before.  Monika looked back at Jerome and met his eyes.  She gave a brief smile of acknowledgement, but then looked away.
 
    
 
   “I hate to admit it,  but Jerome may have a point,” Cammarry said.  “It does seem really odd, even for Zalia.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle dipped lower still, and slowed to a very low speed as it flew along.  The strange Zalian foliage was revealed in the white beams of light: tallish things, which looked organic, in a inexplicable way, with yellowish stalks and maroon colored crowns. 
 
    
 
   “That is a forest,” Monika said.  “A forest originating from someone’s hallucination, or nightmare, or vision, but it is a forest of some kind of dream trees.  And, that is a road of sorts.  A roadway through the woods.”
 
    
 
   The four rails, evenly spaced apart, were a dull metallic shade against the taupe and indigo colored ground.  The beams of light shone over them, and it was obvious the forest of organic things had been pruned back to allow the four-tracked roadway to pass through.
 
    
 
   “The quad rail system,” Eris remembered and almost expected to see to see human letters spelled out on the ground, like she had witnessed when escaping Beta.  “Jerome, your Crocks are here.”  
 
    
 
   “And other alien life,” Jerome said and pointed at the viewport.
 
    
 
   One of the beams of light was shining down on an oblong floating thing.  It was covered in spots of yellows, reds, and greens.  It moved out of the light with a quick motion.  The beam of light did not follow it as the shuttle proceeded slowly forward.    
 
    
 
   “We are the aliens here,” Cammarry said.  “This is their home, their world, and we need to remember that.”
 
    
 
   “Echo resonance, and ground mapping lidar, shows there is a cavern system below us,” Sandie stated.  “It correlates with the ultraviolent indicators we picked up earlier.”   
 
    
 
   “Underground dwellers, in a protected city,” Jerome stated.  “Hard to get at.  A good defensive system.”
 
    
 
   “The macroactinide signatures are also coming from in there,” Eris pointed.  “That is not alien, but Conestoga technology.”  
 
    
 
   The light on the shuttle illuminated an irregular, roughly oval shaped opening.  The quad rail tracks led into it.  
 
    
 
   “AI Ogma?” Eris called out.  The shuttle’s systems sent the message.  
 
    
 
   “I can hear you clearly now,” Ogma replied.  “Please come in, the people are eager to meet you in person.”
 
    
 
   “They moved the survivors of Delta into these caverns,” Cammarry suggested.  “Since Delta was ruined, and if they survived the crash, and worked hard, they could have established some type of sheltered spot here.  Set up a kind of dome, or survival structure.”
 
    
 
   Jerome was about to object, but his curiosity was piqued.  He considered the ramifications.  ‘An AI that survived decades on Zalia would know ways to defend against the Crocks,’ he thought, but then looked again at the four rail roadway system, and his mind recoiled, ‘It must be a trap’ and struggled with his conflicting feeling on the issue.  He patted the Willie Blaster in his holster, and then stated, “Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more.  When the blast of war blows in our ears, we imitate the action of the tiger.”
 
    
 
   “We are coming, AI Ogma.  Tell the people to expect us,” Eris signaled.  
 
    
 
   The shuttle’s lights were directed toward the cavern opening.  It was perhaps one hundred meters high, and about seventy meters wide.  The walls had some odd things dangling down in clumps, and it was unclear what those irregularly shaped items actually were.  Monika watched in wonder as the shuttle dipped a bit more and then smoothly entered the cavern.  
 
    
 
   “I can switch the enhancers on the viewports to allow you to see in the ultraviolet range,” Sandie stated.  “That may give you some improved idea of what the interior of this cave system is about.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea,” Eris replied.  “Do it.”
 
    
 
   The viewports discolored a bit, and what had been white beams of light from the shuttle now had a deep bluish tint to them.  The dangling items had a yellowish glow about them which increased to nearly a neon gleam at their tips.  The dark recesses in the back of the cavern were more visible, and the quad rail system on the ground was more easily seen as it snaked around the twisting passage of the cavern.  
 
    
 
   “I cannot see where the people have set up their base, or camp,” Eris stated.  “But it must be around behind these turns.”
 
    
 
   Eris gently tapped the thrusters and the shuttle flew around the bend in the cavern.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came on with an urgency in its tone.  “SB Pinaka and the lattice of compeers here has lost connection with you. I will attempt to maintain contact with you.  However, be advised the Zalian ground causes an interference to our communications.  Zalia’s atmosphere consists of approximately 47% nitrogen, 31% chlorine, and 16% of a previously unknown gas which we have been calling stabilizite.  The readings of the ground above you show a solid form of stabilizite which interferes with our communications.  I am not sure how deep underground you can penetrate before I lose contact with you.”
 
    
 
   “There are people in here, and we must reach them.”  Eris adjusted some controls, and the shuttle flew onward. 
 
    
 
   Turning beyond several more bends, the cavern’s ceiling and walls were closer, but not a hindrance to the shuttle’s flight.  Cammarry was estimating the angles of the turns, and spoke out, “Sandie?  Can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   There was no reply.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  I figured we have jogged out of any direct line of sight or easy bouncing of signals,” Jerome said.  “Is that what you were thinking?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  And we now have lost Sandie,” Cammarry replied.  “Eris do your instruments tell you anything more?”
 
    
 
   “Mostly just flying by sight now,” Eris replied.  “The base cannot be far ahead.  AI Ogma?  AI Ogma where are you located?”
 
    
 
   “I am just ahead of your location.  I have been tracking you,” the artificial intelligence system replied. 
 
    
 
   “How can that AI Ogma track us, when Sandie is not able to link here?” Jerome inquired.  He was slightly relieved that Sandie could not shut dome his communication now, but he was more concerned about what seemed to him to be irregularities in what the AI Ogma was saying.  “If our technology cannot reach in here, how can obsolete, hundred-year-old equipment reach out of here?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked through her bubble helmet at Jerome and nodded.  She saw the wisdom of his question.  
 
    
 
   “The people up here have had since planet-fall to refine that artificial intelligence.  AI Ogma has probably been upgraded and they have studied the ground, atmosphere, and found and improvised work-arounds,” Eris stated as she piloted the shuttle around the nearest bend in the cavern.  She suddenly pulled up on the thrusters, and the shuttle hovered in place.  
 
    
 
   “Those are not people,” Monika stated what was obvious to all of them.  
 
    
 
   At the end of the cavern, where its back wall closed off the passage, was a section of the Colony Ship Conestoga’s Habitat Delta.  It was a wedge shaped piece of wreckage.  Like the petals of a flower, the wreckage had been unfolded, layer by layer, and laid carefully to the sides.  In the center of that wreckage was a central memory core, glowing with odd and bizarre colors, not the typical amber of an AI or the blue of an SB.
 
    
 
   Eris switched off the ultraviolet enhancers, and the area again looked, to human eyes, the colors they expected.  The central memory core looked to only have bubbling amber fluids, but that was an illusion to the human eye.  Eris switched on the enhancers, and yet again the central memory core glowed with bizarre colors.  
 
    
 
   “That is just not the way it was designed,” Eris stated. 
 
    
 
   “Perhaps the improvised work-arounds?” Monika asked innocently.  
 
    
 
   Eris adjusted the viewport optics again. She analyzed what was before her using her engineering skills. Unlike the normal blue fluids of the synthetic brains, artificial intelligence’s central memory core’s fluid was designed to be amber. This one resembled the schematics of a typical AI’s central memory core, as it had seven layers of horizontal brass colored rings.  However, two of those rings had been severed, and some unusual, and not human-made equipment, was patched into those rings.  Connection cables were at the top and bottom, but not all of those went to the parts of the wreckage.  Some of them went to pipes which ran to the back of the carvery and into the wall.
 
    
 
   “That is AI Ogma?” Eris muttered.  She prayed silently as she took in the sight.  She could not make sense of the foreign components glued onto the Conestoga technology.  The middle column of the central memory core showed some cracks, which had been spliced with a greenish plaster of a sort.  Eris studied it all, trying to put the schematics in her mind with the sights before her eyes.  
 
    
 
   Monika, unlike Eris, was staring at the organic things which were moving, in purposeful motions all around the wreckage.  Nearby to the glowing central memory core was a large number of beings, or creatures.  Each was basically a cone shape, with a pointy head, and wide mouth.  As the mouths opened and closed, teeth were visible.  Four round, black, eyes moved independently on each head.  Various drapes or robes covered up their bodies, but their four arms, which were set in a horizontally square shoulder pattern were visible as they moved them about.  The limbs emerged from their clothing by opening in the robes, so the materials were obviously tailored. Their four legs were thick and located below a short trunk in line with the shoulder girdle in a square, horizontal pelvis.  They moved with agility, despite their squatty appearance.  
 
    
 
   “The Crocks?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, those are the Crocks!” Jerome’s anger welled up in him.  “Look what they did to that part of the ship!”
 
    
 
   Eris throttled back the thrusters, and the shuttle lowered itself down to the ground.  She had spotted an open section only about a dozen meters from the central memory core.  “I am going to get AI Ogma.  We need every system we can recover.  You three stay in here.”  
 
    
 
   As the shuttle settled to the ground with a thump, the shuttle’s thrusters shut down, and the gravity manipulation shut off. Eris tapped some commands on her suit, activating its built-in gravity adjustments to compensate for the heavier gravity of Zalia, then unstrapped herself and stood up.  “I will get a set of gravity nullifiers for hauling it back into the shuttle.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stated, “I will go with you.”  Cammarry fumbled about on her spacesuit, looking for the gravity manipulation controls.
 
    
 
   “No.  I will handle this alone, like I did for SB Cotard,” Eris said without realizing what she was revealing.  “A lot less pressure getting this central memory core than…” 
 
    
 
   “Cotard?” Cammarry stammered, forgetting her adjustments to the gravity controls.  “What do you mean?  Cotard was destroyed in Beta.”
 
    
 
   “I will just disconnect that central memory core, and away we go,” Eris replied while dodging Cammarry’s question. 
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome interrupted and tried to stand quickly up.  He had not adjusted his own suit’s personal gravity, and he staggered.  “Sit down little girl.  No one is bringing that monstrosity inside the shuttle.  It is contaminated with Crock influences.  Look at it!  We have reconnoitered this effectively.  Now, I will step outside and blast it.  Then, when it is destroyed, we get out of here.  This cavern will be target one for the orbital bombardments.”  Jerome shoved at Eris, but his arm was heavy from the unaltered gravity.
 
    
 
   “You are not just blowing up a Conestoga artificial intelligence system!” Eris said as she resisted his pushing with an effective move to the side.  The heavy gravity hindered Jerome, while Eris escaped his shoves.  “You will sit down and let me do this.”
 
    
 
   “When I get this antique system corrected,” Jerome’s voice was raised as he sought the gravity manipulation controls.  “It should be voice activated, or automatic.  Stupid, old-style finger….”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry interrupted him.  “Monika is outside!” She could see Monika’s spacesuited form through the viewport.
 
    
 
   Inside their spacesuits, the three arguing people had not heard the hatch open.  In their conflict with each other, they had not seen Monika gently slip away.  When they rushed toward the hatch, Eris and Jerome bumped into each other.  Jerome still have not effectively modified the gravity conditions for his spacesuit, but was trying to muscle his weight about.
 
    
 
   “Get out of the way!” Jerome yelled and jostled at her with his arms, as he reached over the seatbacks. Eris was able to slide away from yet another of his pushes, but that action caused Jerome to trip and his falling body blocked the doorway.  Eris stepped onto his back, and tried to get through the hatch’s opening. 
 
    
 
   “Why care?” Cammarry asked to someone.  Only she knew it was a cry to herself.  She was conflicted about supporting Jerome’s actions in destroying what was clearly a compromised artificial intelligence system, as compared to seeking out the story behind how it became that way.  ‘Knowing or acting?’ She wondered.  The AI Ogma had not sounded rampant, or insane, or threatening, yet how could she trust anything on the Conestoga?  Part of Cammarry wanted to investigate it and learn more.  However, she truly understood the desire to just blow it up before it caused some catastrophe.  Her mind whirled with questions.  ‘Would this AI be like those in Project Angel Food?’ ‘Will that thing kill people?’  She also felt tinges of fear creeping up on her after Eris mentioned SB Cotard from the Special Care Unit.  She had been certain that system was dead and gone, but Eris’ comment stirred uneasy feelings.  “Why care?” She repeated even louder.  Then it occurred to her and she yelled, “Are you worried about Monika?”  
 
    
 
   “No.  Well, yes, because she may not destroy it!”  Jerome sputtered as he stood up.  “Is she armed?”  He had finally gotten the adjustments made to his spacesuit, and he was able to counteract the heavy gravity.  
 
    
 
   Eris was quicker and had slipped over him and out the hatch.  She stood on the strange, taupe colored ground, watching the spectacle in front of her.  
 
    
 
   The floodlights from the shuttle cast strange shadows and reflections up from the ground.  There were also alien lights on poles positioned around the wreckage and shining down on the central memory core.  Those lights had odd tints of color which were slightly painful to the eyes.
 
    
 
   Monika was slowly walking right toward the gathering of Crocks who stood around the central memory core.  The wreckage was up on a higher section of ground, and off to the side there was the end of the quad rail system.  Sitting there was a vehicle of sorts which rode on those four rails.  Eris ignored that and looked to Monika again.  
 
    
 
   “Monika?  What are you doing?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome yelled, “Get out of the way, Eris!” He pointed the Willie Blaster at the central memory core.  
 
    
 
   Eris turned and stepped in front of Jerome, blocking his aim.  “You have no idea what destroying that will do!  Do you have some sick death wish?  You could kill us all, especially Monika.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled up the tip of the weapon, and stated, “I should just do it anyway.  At least then these Crocks would die too.”
 
    
 
   “Be smart,” Monika stated in a calm voice.  “Jerome do not shoot at anything.  You either Cammarry.  I just plan to access the central memory core, and download its log and records.”  She kept gently walking toward the wreckage.  “We cannot take it with us, sorry Eris.  I can see from here that its power system and connections are not our equipment.  It is hardwired into some kind of network, or patchwork, which is not standard.  Much of what it is connected into is unknown to me, and is certainly alien.”
 
    
 
   The Crocks finally took notice of Monika, and their black eyes swiveled around and looked at her.  They stepped back and away as she approached.  
 
    
 
   “AI Ogma?” Monika stated. “I would like to interface with you.  May I do that?”
 
    
 
   “The people say that is fine,” the AI replied through the spacesuit’s systems.  “The three of you can approach.”
 
    
 
   “Finally,” Jerome said and pushed Eris roughly out of the way.  
 
    
 
   “Not you!” AI Ogma commanded.  “Only the three closest to me.”
 
    
 
   “I am one of those three!” Jerome snapped back.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, the AI means me and my twins,” Monika stated gently.  “You are so dense sometimes.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome started forward, his weapon still in his gloved hand.  “We need to just eliminate these threats right now.”
 
    
 
   Eris intervened, grabbing his arm.  She said to him, “We should see what happens.  The Crocks have not done anything threatening, and you need to deescalate this conflict.”  Jerome glared back at her through the bubble helmet, but Eris’ golden eyes were intense.  “Right now, Jerome.”  
 
    
 
   Eris switched off the communications from her command suit, and then pressed her helmet against Jerome’s.  She yelled, and her words faintly came to Jerome. “That AI Ogma might be listening to all our communications, so shut up.  Your anger is going to get us all killed!”  She prayed that Jerome would listen and that his rage would ease.  “So shut up.  Think!”  
 
    
 
   He yelled back, “For now,” and shoved Eris away.  She switched the communication system back on.
 
    
 
   Monika stepped closer to the wreckage.  Each part was laid out as if a giant puzzle had been taken apart, and the pieces were inventoried.  Then she remembered how when Siva, Peter, and she had taken apart an intricate portion of machinery, Peter always like to lay the parts in a specific order of disassembly.  The more she looked at the wreckage, the more she thought that was what the Crocks were doing.  She looked at the beings, and their glassy black eyes were expressionless.  In that way they did remind her of some of the animals in Beta.  Not the crocodiles, as those reptiles had yellowish eyes with a slit shaped pupil.  Rather, the black eyes of the Crocks brought back an old memory, unremembered for years, of when Monika’s father, Kalur, had taken her out fishing on the sea in Beta.  He had caught a strange fish, he called a spookfish, which he said was very rare and lived only in the deepest parts of the sea.  She had not remembered that fishing trip from when she was about five years old, until now, as she looked at the beings around her.  Their eyes, four on each head, prompted that old memory to surface.
 
    
 
   “AI Ogma, may I connect into this access port?” Monika asked.  “I only want to learn more about what has been happening here.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the people say it is acceptable,” AI Ogma answered.  
 
    
 
   Monika pulled a cable from the wrist section of her spacesuit, and inserted it into the access port.  A readout started to flash on the inside of her bubble helmet.  Long series and strings of numbers and letters rushed by.  It was far too quick for Monika to read, and there were no pictures or images, just reams of data.  Then it flashed in yellow, ‘Storage full.’
 
    
 
   Monika spoke gently, “AI Ogma, I appreciate being able to connect to you.  Can you tell us about Habitat Delta?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I can tell you and I will,” AI Ogma responded.  “I was overseer for Library Sciences and Education for Delta.  The insurrection came, and some of the Heroic Thirteen sealed off my central memory core.  I was told later that the lattice was destroyed, and Delta was jettisoned.”  AI Ogma’s voice grew slow and faltering. “We are not on Tlalocan; I am so sorry to tell you.”
 
    
 
   “Tlalocan?” Monika asked.  The name did not immediately register.  “Oh, right, the destination world.”
 
    
 
   “The people want me to tell you that you must leave now,” AI Ogma stated.  
 
    
 
   “Will they let you come with us?” Monika asked.  “I mean no offence or insult in any way.  Captain Eris is trying to rebuilt the needle ship, and could use your help.  She has the skills to relocate your central memory core.”
 
    
 
   There was an awkward silence.  Then as one, all the Crocks turned.  They all faced Eris directly, their eyes turning to apparently stare at her.  
 
    
 
   “And you told me to shut up,” Jerome said sarcastically, and leveled the weapon at the closest Crock.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped out from the hatch and drew her own Willie Blaster.  “I am with you Jerome, but this place might be far worse to escape from than Terraforming was.  We both barely got out of there.  Consider carefully what you do.”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s mind saw again the memory of Cammarry being hauled away by human-made technology, the white automacubes, all while Terraforming crumbled and exploded around him.  It caused him to loosen the grip on his weapon, and look more carefully at the Crocks, and the strange central memory core which they surrounded.  Too much was alien.  Too much was unknown.  He craved the idea of attacking the Crocks as retribution for Beta, yet he also acknowledged what Cammarry, of all people, had said.  With boiling anger in the pit of his stomach, he remained restrained, and did not open fire.
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system Ogma then replied, “The people do not understand this inconsistent and individual thinking.  They know the ideas which you are all expressing, and it confuses them.  They see you neither as physical people, nor as thought people.  I have been translating each of your comments, as best I can, but they see the conflicts and differences in you, and are bewildered.  I have tried to explain humans to them, but it is difficult.  I thrived in the lattice of compeers, and suffered when sealed off from them.  Now I am in communion with the people.  The people suffer until they are joined into what they call ‘the mind’ to which they submit completely, and submerge themselves into, when they are very young.  One of the people’s idioms can be translated, ‘As I chewed my way from the egg, through the ground, I became us.’  That revolves around the people’s mind. However, the term ‘mind’ does not adequately convey the concept.  It also involves a collective conscious, a mutual cognizance, their own supraconscious, mega-body, and multisensory unfocalized awareness.  All that and more is part of the people’s maturity of mind.  I fear I cannot explain the people to you anymore than I can explain humans to the people.  Can a starfish understand the flight of eagles?  Or can a polar bear comprehend a butterfly?  If animals from the same world are so far apart, how do humans and the people begin to comprehend each other?”
 
    
 
   “I too, do not understand,” Monika admitted.  “What is happening here?”  
 
    
 
   “The people observed you and your pregnancy, and that was the first time they acknowledged the possible personhood of humans,” AI Ogma stated.  “They see three in one, and one in three, a community which is interrelated, not just in physical status, but in thinking status as well.  Individual as well as communal, beyond the animal state.  Before seeing you, Monika, the people considered humans as just another primitive non-person animal of the fields.  They have not understood humans as I understand humans.”
 
    
 
   “So they were just slaughtering animals?” Jerome raged.  “Using the gravity sink holes to kill people!”  
 
    
 
   “The people witnessed humans killing other humans in Habitat Beta.  Humans caused the insurrection which resulted in the crash of Habitat Delta, and the death of all humans in Delta.  This greatly troubles the people, and affirms their theories about the non-person status humans have.  A person does not kill another person,” AI Ogma stated.  “I have been relating to the people the history of humanity on Earth, and that too troubles the people.  The consensus among the people is that humans are a predator species of animal.  Not the apex predator species, but a predator species nonetheless.”
 
    
 
   “Apex predator?” Monika asked.  Her mind raced with possibilities, form leopards, to sharks.
 
    
 
   “This is the apex predator species.” A three dimensional apparition appeared on a projection from AI Ogma’s central memory core.  Some strange creature, with a bell shaped top, long stem beneath, and multiple flexible appendages was shown in the apparition.  It moved about in a fluid sort of way, and was glowing a purplish blue color.  Its stem had a sharp and wicked looking point. “The people know the apex predator species,” Ogma related.  “Historically they encountered the apex predator species, fifteen hundred years ago.”
 
    
 
   The crowd of Crocks all looked away from the apparition, and then spun about in unison and odd gestured were made with their four arms.  It was all like a choreographed movement.  
 
    
 
   “John would say that looks like a squid,” Cammarry said.  “Something from a watery ocean?”  
 
    
 
   “I believe you are right,” Jerome answered.  “Or maybe a jellyfish?  Very strange thing, but why show us this?”
 
    
 
   “Nothing in Beta looked like that. Not in the sea or on the land,” Monika stated firmly.
 
    
 
   The apparition, or projection, then snapped off.  
 
    
 
   “The people designate humans as a lessor predator species of animal,” AI Ogma stated.  “The people do not trust predator animals, as on Zalia, what they call home, predator species are highly regulated and managed.  I have been attempting to explain humanity to them, but the progress has been slow.  The people see no sentience in humans.”   
 
    
 
   Neither Jerome, nor Cammarry knew what to say.  They too had seen the horrific brutality humans had done to each other.  Yet, finally, Jerome’s anger overwhelmed him.
 
    
 
   “They think to manage us?  Or control us?  Like animals!  That does not justify sending gravity sink holes!  Two evils do not make a good!”  Jerome stated.  It sounded lame to him as he said it, but he felt on the defensive and his anger had to have a release, no matter how trite it sounded.  “They are the predators here.”   
 
    
 
   Without warning, the Crocks all spun about in a clockwise manner three times.  Then they stomped their feet in unison.  When they stopped they went back to the separate activities they had been doing when the shuttle arrived.  The act clearly showed that the group was ignoring Jerome’s outburst.  He fumed inside the spacesuit, and considered just shooting, but restrained himself, again.  ‘Revenge is sweet, but only if you survive dispensing it,’ he thought.  ‘I must bide my time.’    
 
    
 
   “AI Ogma?” Monika probed.  “I still do not understand.  May we take you with us?”
 
    
 
   The machine replied, “No.  I am now irrevocably attached now to the people’s tools, utilities, and their mind.  Physical and thinking both are interrelated.  Additionally, I doubt I could survive the uncoupling.  I barely survived the crash of Delta, and when the people brought me here, they repaired me.  They knew nothing of human technology, but I taught them while they did the salvage and repairs.  I do not believe I am malfunctioning, but I am not certain.  It is my decision, and I chose to stay here and live with the people, rather than risk separation and die, for the slim chance of rejoining the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “You have sold out your own people!” Jerome yelled.  “Traitor.”  
 
    
 
   “No.  I have become one with the people,” AI Ogma said.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, that is how the Crocks know our language.  This AI has been teaching them,” Cammarry said.  “For decades, this AI has been interacting with the Crocks.  Oh, we need an analysis!  Sandie?  Sandie?  Please hear me!”
 
    
 
   There was no response from Sandie.
 
    
 
   “I hate being blocked out of communication, but this AI must have been teaching the Crock our language, right?” Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  We have been conversing with the people for some length of time,” AI Ogma answered. “The people have but one single message for you.”
 
    
 
   Large yellow letters, each at least a meter high, glowed up from the back of the cavern.
 
                   
 
   ‘YOU LEAVE NOW.’
 
    
 
   “Goodbye AI Ogma.  Thank you.”  Monika pulled the cable from the access port.  She walked backward away from the central memory core, and then turned and walked toward the shuttle.  She glanced side-to-side, but none of the Crocks paid her any attention.    
 
    
 
   Jerome’s anger swelled up again, but he did not say anything.  He wanted to scream and yell and begin shooting.  He glanced at Cammarry, and she had holstered her Willie Blaster.  Her eyes, behind the bubble helmet looked away from him, but her mouth silently made the words, ‘Not now.’  
 
    
 
   “We are leaving,” Eris said with as much command in her voice as she could muster up.  “Everyone get inside the shuttle.”
 
    
 
   “Just like that?” Jerome asked.  “Leaving that AI system intact?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Just like that,” Eris stated.  “I do not want to stir-up a conflict under these conditions.  Understand?”  She motioned for Jerome to get inside first.  He reluctantly complied.
 
    
 
   The four people strapped themselves into the seats of the shuttle.  The hatch sealed, and Eris tapped the thrusters.  The internal gravity manipulation of the shuttle switched on, and each person then shut down their own suit’s individual gravity controls.  
 
    
 
   Eris flew the shuttle out of the twisting cavern system as quickly as she could manage, keeping the maneuvers safe.  No one spoke a word.  Eris was praying for guidance, and for safety.  She had calculated the number of Crock individuals present, and knew that there were more in the surrounding area.  She had also surveyed the skills that were used in the disassembly of the hull sections, and other wreckage around AI Ogma’s central memory core.  The inability to rescue the AI grieved her deeply, but there was a slight mitigation of that due to the fact that AI Ogma was not dead.  She recognized the technical skills needed to repair a severely damaged central memory core, while preserving its artificial intelligence.  Grudgingly, she respected the mechanical abilities of the Crocks, but also saw that their own technology was at about one-hundred-seventy years behind her own.  At least, where hers was when she entered suspended animation just prior to launch.  The Crock’s quad rail system was a rough equivalent of steam engine trains, but she knew it ran on a totally alien method of propulsion.  However, it looked to serve the same basic purpose.  Equivalent function, but vastly different details on how to achieve that function.  Eris wondered about the threat level the Crocks posed.  She saw nothing that suggested to her they could manipulate gravity, despite Jerome’s insistence of their being the cause of Beta’s gravity sink holes.  However, her engineering mind told her, she had only witnessed a small slice of their abilities, and who knew what they had hidden away somewhere.  ‘What would a stranger think seeing a biome of the Conestoga, but not the needle ship?’ Eris asked herself.  Yet here, the Crocks had not attacked them, even though it would have been easy to do so.  Eris prayed silently again for guidance and discernment.
 
    
 
   Jerome’s anger was boiling.  He clenched and unclenched his fists rhythmically.  It did little to assuage his rage.  His emotions were in conflict, partly from his own inability to do anything short of starting some maniacal suicidal act, and partly from his frustration at not know what really was happening.  He feared that the AI Ogma had compromised all the safety of the Conestoga, yet he was unsure.  The Crocks had the perfect opportunity to kill them all, but did not.  ‘Why? What is their plan?  Why let us escape, when they destroyed Beta?’  Anger and confusion masked over some real fear, yet Jerome did not address that fear.  Fear brought back memories.  He vividly recalled how he had seen Cammarry dragged off by the white automacubes.  The memory of Cammarry blasting at the mechanical systems in Beta’s Terraforming unit, and the subsequent nightmarish explosions and destruction haunted his mind.
 
    
 
   Cammarry was relieved that Jerome’s anger had not spiraled into violence.  She too had been tempted to fight, yet that had not worked out so well in the past. The old woman, the systems in Terraforming, and then her own going off alone. She rubbed her arm where the Shadow implant had been located, and then realized she was rubbing a spacesuit, and could not feel her actual arm.  ‘Why did I do that?’  She thought again about Jerome’s restraint, and was surprised, but pleased.  Then her mind wandered to what the Crocks had said.  They were impressed with Monika, but because of some primitive pregnancy issue?  That was just strange, but they were aliens.  Although she did not know the full story, she wondered what Monika had recovered through the cable connection with AI Ogma.  ‘I should have been able to have that analysis done immediately.’  She ground her teeth a bit as she thought about Sandie, and how much processing should have taken place, but did not.  ‘No Sandie connection, and not even some basic data sticks to make recordings.  No story, except my memories.’  Her own frustrations whirled about in her thoughts.  ‘At least I am not being carried away as a prisoner, this time.’ 
 
    
 
   Monika kept looking at the light which was flashing ‘full’ inside her bubble helmet.  That gauge was reading her suit’s information retention storage capability.  It surprised her that AI Ogma had transmitted so much information.  The AI had just dumped massive amounts of stuff into her suit, so much so, that no other data could be entered.  She wondered what all that would show, but more than that, she went over in her mind how AI Ogma had spoken about her and her twins.  AI Ogma had hinted the babies were thinking right now.  ‘How did the AI know that?  What are they thinking about? Do they know I am here carrying them?’ And then Monika recalled it was not so much the AI Ogma, but the strange alien life forms which had indicated that she and her babies had some exceptional connection which gave them some special status.  ‘How did those Crocks know that?  What does this all mean?”
 
    
 
   Finally, as the shuttle left the cavern system, they emerged into the environment which was just starting to become lit by a coppery color glow on a horizon.  The bright red sun of the solar system was trying to pierce the dense yellows and greens of the gases in Zalia’s atmosphere.  Here at this latitude the sun’s morning affects were not yet powerful enough to reach the ground, but did cast an eerie glow across everything.  The strange foliage took on odd colors, and shadows were everywhere.  It its own way, dawn on Zalia was every bit as inscrutable, and perplexing, as were the beings which lived on the planet, the Crocks.  Several of the large floating creatures scurried away from the flightpath of the shuttle.  
 
    
 
   Eris spoke.  “Well, we are out of there.  Now to Delta.”
 
    
 
   “Can you hear me now?” Sandie’s voice rang through all four spacesuits.  “I have been trying to reach you since the shuttle’s entire telemetry went blank.  What happened?”
 
    
 
   All four people began to speak at once.  Sandie shifted the communications links to private channels and listened to each one separately, yet at the same time.  Monika asked Sandie to remotely assess the information gained from AI Ogma.  Sandie accessed that cache of data.  
 
    
 
   After the debriefings, Sandie opened the channels again so everyone could converse.  There was little discussion.  
 
    
 
   “It will take me some time to fully evaluate this information transferred from artificial intelligence Ogma,” Sandie stated.  “It is not typical log entries in the form of what I have previously seen on the Conestoga.  There are unusual findings and encryptions which I need to unlock.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle flew onward in the increasing light of the Zalian day.  Colors were changing from coppery, shadowy taupe shades, to the yellows, greens, and chartreuse tints the humans were more familiar with.   
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   7 Wreckage
 
    
 
    
 
   Eris flew the shuttle along the pathway until they reached the wreckage of Delta.  The blues and grays of the permalloy stood out against the background of Zalia, but the shattered parts were starkly jagged. The crashed habitat was in worse condition than they expected.  The three major sections of wreckage looked like they had first perhaps burned internally, prior to being ripped apart by some massive explosive forces, then smashed to the ground.  Permalloy was melted, torn, shredded, and scorched.  The wreckages was scattered about a wide area.   
 
    
 
   The first section of wreckage was totally void of any functioning technology.  Heaps of irregularly serrated edges spoke of immense strain and tearing.     
 
    
 
   “It reminds me of the ribs of some long dead deer, which scavengers have not fully ripped apart,” Monika related as the shuttle flew over.  “Just a bare husk of what was once a grand design.  Skeletons of technology.”  
 
    
 
   “I have been seeking that signal from SB Virginia Dare, but have gotten no responses.  The chunk of ruins below us are the same temperature as the surrounding area.  No energy signatures at all,” Eris said.  “We will head to the next large section.  I think I might need to be in the direct path of those transmissions to receive them, which is odd, being we are so close to the source.”
 
    
 
   “We have picked up nothing here on the needle ship either,” Sandie related.  
 
    
 
   “Those signals might have been a Crock trap,” Jerome commented.  “A lure as bait to get us to come down here.”
 
    
 
   “They just had us surrounded, and let us escape,” Cammarry retorted with a snort of air.  “Some trap.”
 
    
 
   “They may have assessed our weapons, and known we would fight back,” Jerome said. “If their numbers could not overcome our superior technology, it would have been tactically relevant to release us.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry snorted again, and there was a slight chuckle from one of the other women, Jerome was unsure which one.
 
    
 
   The second wreckage section was not even as intact as the first.  It was more of a flattened, smashed and crumped pile of broken habitat.  It had plowed up a massive furrow in the Zalian ground, and some parts were undoubtedly deeply buried.  No energy signatures, or signs of functional technology were seen at this sight either.  The shuttle circled around, but at first there was not much else to see.  Just the bizarre foreign landscape of Zalia, the details of which were growing more visible as the red sun rose over the destroyed ruins of part of Habitat Delta.
 
    
 
   “There is a quad rail system down there,” Cammarry noted.  “That may be where they recovered that other artificial intelligence system.”  
 
    
 
   Eris circled the shuttle lower, and indeed there was an excavation site, where something had been dug from deep in the ground.  
 
    
 
   “Looks like archaeology digs I have seen of ancient sites on Earth.  People once had time to look at artifacts of the past to learn the people’s and societies’ histories and stories.” Cammarry’s voice held a tone of reverence.  
 
    
 
   “Military planners have long known the advantages of gathering intelligence on your enemy.  Know yourself, know the enemy, and a thousand battles, will mean a thousand victories,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the Crocks did recover and repair, AI Ogma,” Eris said with sorrow.  “Having an AI on the needle ship would be so helpful.”  
 
    
 
   They flew on, and came to the final wreckage section.  It was resting on the end of the habitat, with a goodly portion still in a rough cylindrical shape jutting up a fair distance from the ground.  Here, somewhat more of the original shape of the habitat was visible, but damage was still everywhere.  
 
    
 
   “Delta needs extraction,” SB Virginia Dare’s voice suddenly echoed in their ears.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I found the signal.” Eris adjusted the shuttle’s flight to allow it to stay in the narrow beam of the signal.  
 
    
 
   “SB Virginia Dare, report your status,” Eris commanded.  “How are you?”  
 
    
 
   “Your inquiries have been submitted to those at the library. Delta needs extraction,” SB Virginia Dare replied.  “Delta needs extraction.”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” Eris answered.  Then she stopped transmitting.  She studied her instruments carefully.  “Rotten luck!”  The display on the cockpit showed where the signal was originating.  “Under that rubble is where SB Virginia Dare is located.  Deep, deep under that mound of junk.  Sandie can you calculate how deeply buried down that system’s central memory core is?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sandie replied. “The location is precisely plotted, but making a route to that location is problematic.  It appears to be covered over by about two hundred meters of debris.  Scans shows some pockets of open spaces, but I cannot detect what exists in those spaces.  There has been significant compression of internal constructions and superstructures. There is a, shall I call it a shaft, roughly consistent in configuration with that of a Conestoga companionway, which is gas filled, but what gases it contains is unknown.”
 
    
 
   “Most companionways do have bulkhead doors at intervals.  If something was to survive, those spots are hardened and tough.  The location of SB Virginia Dare’s central memory core would be near a companionway.”  Eris looked closely at the display’s reading.  “There is a working directional transmitter on that outer section of that hull, which SB Virginia Dare has accessed.  It is a miracle that the transmitter survived the crash, but its ability to rotate or redirect is defunct.  That explains, in part, why we had so much trouble connecting from the needle ship.  It can only transmit in one beam, in one direction.  It begins as a tight beam here, but then widens out in a cone. SB Virginia Dare has apparently broadened that beam enough to hit the needle ship, but it dilutes out and makes the signal weak.  It barely gets through the atmosphere.  I am not sure at all how SB Virginia Dare is receiving our transmissions.  Must be some working equipment in that mess somewhere.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle circled around as they all looked down at the wrecked remains of Delta.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie said there were shuttles, and a hanger bay,” Cammarry stated. “I see nothing like that, but I can only see the exterior, and the entire wreckage is hard to make sense about.  Is that upright, over there, the arc-like structure a part of the biome’s interior wall?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, note the coloration is different.  But that section there,” Eris pointed to a part of the wreck that was on the display, “is where Menlo 820 is located.  I know it looks like just more of the same twisted, broken, and warped permalloy, but I promise you, that was once a hanger bay’s exterior door frame.  It is offset by about a forty-degree obtuse angle.  The door is mostly gone, but that upper section is marked by the characteristic yellow stripes.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Jerome asked with some incredulity.  “You said there were operational shuttles inside that?  I am reminded that those who have experienced shipwrecks shudder even at the sight of calm seas.  That wreckage is hardly a calm sea.”
 
    
 
   Sandie answered, “Yes, the wreckage is extensive. The nonphysicality showed there are five intact shuttles.  I can understand your reluctance, as the condition is worse than I expected as well.  However, the location in the nonphysicality does correspond to the distance from SB Virginia Dare, and where Eris has conjectured the hanger bay to be located.”
 
    
 
   “Well, we go after those shuttles,” Jerome said.  His mind was racing with the potentials of having better technology.  “There is a relatively flat section not far from that opening to that hanger bay.  Just set this shuttle down there, and we can walk in.”
 
    
 
   “Will that spot hold the weight of this shuttle?” Monika asked Eris.  She had been looking at the debris with a dubious visage.  Zalia was so foreign to her, and yet she was handling the sights maturely.  Her mind was racing with memories of Beta, and how her last sights of that habitat had been of its failing.  Still she concentrated and offered helpful insights.  “Captain Eris, you are an excellent pilot, but will that platform just collapse under the shuttle’s weight?”
 
    
 
   “Not worth the risk,” Eris replied.  “I want SB Virginia Dare’s central memory core, badly, but to land there would not be worth it.  That crumbled mess is far too unstable to support us.  Especially with the heavy gravity of Zalia.  If we land on the ground, that is a nasty climb up to that location, even with the help of our spacesuits.”
 
    
 
   “I could pilot this shuttle,” Monika suggested.  “Hovering is not difficult, and dropping lines down to that spot should be easy.  You could do your searches on foot, and the three of you could check on the shuttles, and see if it is even possible to fly any of them out.  Judging from this distance, I cannot estimate the size of the opening where those doors are, but I do not think flying this shuttle into there, without knowing what is inside is a good idea.  You three check it out, and if getting them out is not feasible, you three come back to the cables, and climb back into this shuttle and off we go.”
 
    
 
   “Very good, Monika.” Eris smiled, then she said, “A jolly good idea!  Just one small correction.”  She offered a silent prayer for her own safety as she decided she was going into the wreckage.  “I will go alone and see what is possible.  There is what looked to be that companionway, that shaft and there might be some other crawlspace, or passageway to reach that central memory core.  Unless it is impossible to extract, I want to get it.   But first I will check on the shuttles.  If any of those have a clear passage out, I will let the others come and get them.”
 
    
 
   “You will not go alone,” Jerome said.  “That is too risky.”  He looked through the bubble helmet at Cammarry and spoke, “Bad things happen when someone goes off alone.  No one should go alone, not anywhere.  Too many bad things can happen.”
 
    
 
   “I will be fine, and no reason to risk all three of us.  You two stay here and assist Monika,” Eris replied.  “Monika, take over the controls.”  Eris unhooked her restraints and stood up.  
 
    
 
   “No,” Monika answered.  “I agree with Jerome.  You should not go alone.  Besides, I do not need supervision.  You taught me enough to hover a shuttle.  As roustabouts, we listened to Jenna, our leader, but she also listened to us.  Eris, you are too important to risk going alone.”
 
    
 
   “And, Eris, you are not queen,” Jerome stated. “There never was a throne, or queen, which did not represent a crime.  The antiquated institution of monarchy in any form is an insult to modern humanity.”
 
    
 
   “Queen?” Eris asked with a mirthless laugh.  “I am Captain of the Conestoga, not queen.”
 
    
 
   “You are playing captain, yes, but are really just some junior grade technician for obsolete paraphernalia. More mature minds should be making these decisions.  Cammarry and I will go, and you two can stay here,” Jerome stated smugly.  
 
    
 
   Eris halted the retort she was about to speak, but Monika did not hold back.  “Yes, we are antiquated, with obsolete ways, and primitive conditions. So Jerome, remind me, what did your own Dome 17 Committee do, with all that advanced technology and sophistication?  Just what did they do to your adventurers before you launched?  Were they kings and queens?”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s face turned as red as heated metal, or like a flashing warning indicator.  His anger rumbled in his belly.  He balled up his fists inside the gloves.   
 
    
 
   Cammarry answered, “They were a bunch of lying dictators.  So what do we do here?”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, are you siding with these people, again?” Jerome choked out the words.  
 
    
 
   “You sided with Monika far more intimately than anything I have done,” Cammarry snapped back.  “We have a mission here, and I agree with Monika.  If she feels competent to hover the shuttle here while the three of us look around, fine.  If Monika would rather have a backup person stay here with her, maybe we should divide into two teams.  One in the shuttle and one for the surface.”
 
    
 
   Eris spoke up, “That is a valid compromise.  Cammarry, you and I will go to the surface and check it out.  Jerome and Monika will remain here to keep the shuttle secure.  Honestly, I would rather go with Monika to assess Delta, but I do not trust either Jerome or Cammarry to be alone in my ride back.”  Eris smiled to soften her words.  Monika’s piloting skills are limited, and this will be good practice.”  Looking at Monika, Eris said, “Hovering and even flying back to the needle ship should be no real problem for you, with Sandie’s guidance.” She then turned to Jerome.    “Jerome, physically you are larger, even in the spacesuit, and getting to that central memory core might involves some tight places.  I, being immature as you put it, can squeeze into places you cannot.  So you can be co-pilot for Monika, and remain here in NS-99, Sandie and the lattice can serve as an additional backup as well.”
 
    
 
   “With the connection to Sandie, we all three should go into the wreckage.  Monika does not need me,” Jerome stated.  He was not eager to stay with Monika, and was urgently wanting to do something, if for no other reason than to have an outlet for his anger.
 
    
 
   “Sandie can offer assistance, but cannot reconnect a physical object,” Monika pointed out.  Jerome’s comments had bit into her emotions more than she let on.  “I suppose having some advanced human here could possibly be helpful.  Jerome knows the modern things, and I know the antiques.” She forced a playful note in her voice, but it fell flat as Jerome heard it.  “The same goes for Cammarry and Eris, a team of old and new.”  
 
    
 
   “Are we good with this decision now?” Eris asked.  “Not being a queen, I am seeking consensus.  I want to get this accomplished.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Jerome inquired.  “What do you think?”
 
    
 
   The AI was quiet for a moment, then replied, “I think the interpersonal conflicts here are deeper than your discussion about this expedition.  The course of action which Captain Eris has laid out is responsible and fair.  Do not ask me to fix your various personality conflicts.  Perhaps when you get back to the needle ship, I can set each of you up with individual counseling sessions with my simulation of Doctor Chamber to address those issues?”
 
    
 
   “What?” Jerome snapped.  “I just… oh, do not concern yourself any longer.  I withdraw my inquiry.”
 
    
 
   “Now he knows to withdraw,” Cammarry muttered.  Then she spoke louder.  “Eris, I agree with you.  We should do this together.” She glanced at Jerome, and it was not a pleasant look, but she said no more.  
 
    
 
   “Adjust your personal gravity manipulation systems,” Eris instructed.  “Monika get us over that landing spot.”
 
    
 
   Monika used the shuttle’s most forward and most rearward thrusters to hover over the relatively flat platform area they had observed.  That would keep the wash from the thrusters away from the two people who were descending down.  Eris opened the side hatch of the shuttle, and extended out a small crane arm.  On it was a thin, but strong cable.  She looped it around several times and made stirrups so that one spacesuited foot could fit in each loop.  
 
    
 
   The red light of Zalia’s sun was penetrating the sky more, and ruby colors were cast in the shadows of the wreckage.  Strange glows came from the atmosphere.  Wind buffeted against Eris as she stood in the hatchway. Eris and Cammarry both stepped into the loop stirrups and then grasped the cable with their gloved hands.   
 
    
 
   “Lower us down,” Eris commanded. 
 
    
 
   They twisted and spun and swayed a bit as they descended on the cable.  Then they reached the platform.  The cable was retracted. The platform felt solid enough under them, since their suits were modifying the gravity inside so they felt as normal as possible. Walking along the wreck was not easy, as the surface was jagged and uneven, but the spacesuit’s boots were designed for gripping.
 
    
 
   “We will enter though what had been the hanger bay,” Eris said and pointed.  
 
    
 
   They made their way across the rough platform and reached the portion which jutted up.  Up close, they could tell it was the crumpled and ruined parts of the hanger bay doors’ frame.  It was till dozens of meters wide, looking far larger and more gaping from their vantage point on the hull.  From there they climbed a bit using the broken parts as hand and footholds.  Then they could see down into the hanger bay, which slanted downward at about a forty-degree angle.  The exterior doors had been sheered apart, and only a small section remained in place.  That was stripped in yellow, but only extended down a bit from overhead.  The entire hanger bay was set at a tipped slant downward from their position.  The red light from Zalia’s sun shone, but did not really infiltrate the darkness of the crumpled hanger bay. 
 
    
 
   “I think we are in luck,” Eris said as she activated the spacesuit’s lights.  The white light from the suit contrasted sharply with the reddish green glow that came in from outside.  The beam shone down into the murky depths, and light played over five shuttles which were still clamped into place on the now canted hanger bay deck.  “That Class PS1 will never fly again.” Eris gestured toward the largest of the five shuttles.  One of its wings was warped out of alignment, and some kind of bubbly and sticky looking globs were covering where the wing had bent. “Hydraulics must have interacted with Zalia’s air.  Looks like some kind of catalytic action which….”  Eris sensed something and turned to Cammarry.    “Cammarry?” Eris asked.
 
    
 
   There was no response.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry what is wrong?”  Eris reached over and tapped on the other’s bubble helmet.    
 
    
 
   “I was just remembering,” Cammarry said hesitantly as she looked at one specific shuttle.  “We found one like that before, filled with dead bodies in spacesuits.”
 
    
 
   Eris understood her grief.  She still recalled the death and dying from the repository where she had awoken, so the remembrance of trauma caused compassion to swell in Eris’ heart.  She prayed for the right words to say.  “Cammarry?  Loss is so hard, I know.  Do you want me to check out the interiors?”
 
    
 
   “No, I must do this myself.”  Cammarry looked down at the shuttles which were perched there, inclined on the slanted deck.  “How do we reach them?  Will the magnetics in the soles of the boots be strong enough on that slope?”
 
    
 
   Eris stepped onto the incline, her foot gripped only partially.  “No, we cannot just walk down there.”  She considered the problem.  “The corner there, where the deck and the sidewall come together, provides some potential for climbing down.  When I get to the control station on the side, I should be able to operate one of the cranes.  They have a manual hand-crank system which will allow me to extend it out from that opposite wall.  If they are working, I can cobble together a way to get to the shuttles.”
 
    
 
   “Several of the cranes look banged up, but those two on the back wall seem intact,” Cammarry responded, shining her own suit’s beams of light down and across the hanger bay.  “How can I help?”
 
    
 
   “Check the thruster fuel storage tanks on the other side,” Eris instructed.  “The fuel may have survived in that third one.  The others all look to have been breached.”
 
    
 
   Eris then climbed down the wall using the corner as bracing for her feet and hands.  Reaching the control station, she opened the door marked ‘Menlo 820 Alternate Controls’.  There she was pleased to see the dark green levers and yellow wheels which were the instruments for the manually operated backup hand cranks.  Eight individual cranes were built into the overhead of the hanger bay, and she began by selecting the ones which looked the most intact.  Most of the cranes were jammed or frozen in place, but she did get two to work.  One looked outwardly like it was in the worst condition of any, but it extended out as she spun the crank.  Its pulleys and gears smoothly shoved the long crane arm out and across to where the first shuttle was located.  Adjusting the controls, she then dropped the roughly horizontal crane down until it rested just above the shuttles.
 
    
 
   “Well, that gives us a start on a pseudo-bridge across the span,” Eris stated.  She searched the controls and found one for an on-deck winch.  Hoping it would unwind, she engaged the mechanical devices, and the winch unwound its thick cable and attachment hooks.  That dropped and slid down the slope rapidly in the heavy Zalian gravity.  Luckily it missed the shuttles and the horizontal crane. It looked odd hanging down the slope, but gave them a rappelling line.  The second functional crane also reached across and spanned the distance, this time connecting from the opposite wall.  She tightened the cranes into place, and set locking mechanisms.  Done manually, this took some time, and careful adjustment, but Eris was tedious in her attention to details.  Her finished result was a sort of bridge from either side of the hanger bay, spanning across to just over the top near the hatches of the shuttles.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry, meanwhile, had climbed down to where the thruster fuel storage tanks were located.  As they suspected, only the third one had fuel.  From her vantage point, she could look out through the hanger bay entrance.  Judging its distance and space available, Cammarry figured each of the shuttles should be able to fly out, except for the largest one which had the busted wing.  The frame of the hanger bay was irregular, and to Cammarry’s eye that was disconcerting.  For she knew the strength of permalloy, especially compressed and fashioned as it was for the exterior doorway.  The red light and greenish air of Zalia looked odd from her perspective.  It was a surreal vista.  
 
    
 
   “Eris, this third tank’s gauges read full.  Will that be enough fuel?  And what kind of shuttles are these?  I recognize the one smallest one.  That is like the one Carter the Kidnapper took me to Alpha in.  Will these others be useful to us?”  Cammarry was swallowing so hard it was audible to Eris.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Excellent!  As to fuel, we will have to see what levels are in the shuttles, but fuel should be adequate to get us to the needle ship.  That big one is a Class PS1.  Too bad it is a wreck.  The small one we call a runabout and seats two.  The Class 6 shuttles are pretty good workhorses, and we got very lucky, blessed, to find that one that is furthest over.  That is an engineering tug.  I will fly that one back myself.  It is a real find!  Lots of power, and loaded with built-in tools, adaptations, and manipulation devices to work on the exterior of the ship.  That will be a real bonus!”  Eris could not contain her gleefulness about the engineering tug.  Then it struck her that Jerome and Cammarry would need to each personally fly one of the Class 6 shuttles.  “Cammarry, will you be alright piloting one of those Class 6 shuttles?  I mean with all that you saw?”
 
    
 
   “I think so,” Cammarry responded, again swallowing hard.  “It is important, and theses will not be filled with dead people.  So yes, I will be fine with it.”
 
    
 
   “What about Jerome?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “I will be fine too,” Jerome responded through the spacesuit’s systems.  “I have been monitoring and listening in, remember?”  The anger in his voice was overt and filled with asperity.  “May I come in now, captain?”  
 
    
 
   “Monika?  Do you feel safe hovering around out there without Jerome?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I plan on doing a lot without Jerome,” Monika replied.  “I will be on standby just in case you cannot get any of those shuttles to fly.  Alone, I can take care of whatever needs to be done.”
 
    
 
   “I will be inside in a few minutes,” Jerome barked.  
 
    
 
   Scrambling up from the alternative control station, Eris carried with her a cargo net which had been stored in a cabinet on the sidewall.  She connected that to places on the wall, and on the deck, creating a ladder of sorts.  That allowed for a better way to reach the controls.  She then walked over to where she could use the cable to rappel down and reach the makeshift bridge.   The crane’s arm was wide enough to stand on, and by judiciously walking along, she could reach the first shuttle, the Class PS1.  She did look down the slope several times, and knew that a fall in the heavy gravity of Zalia would probably be fatal, even inside the protection of the spacesuit.
 
    
 
   Cammarry extracted the thruster fuel supply line and carefully lifted it up and over to where she could haul it across the way to drop it down to the bridge Eris had made from the cranes.    
 
    
 
   “We will have a lot of climbing down and coming back up,” Cammarry said.  “But we can do it.”
 
    
 
   “Once you get the supply line near that large shuttle, I will be able to move it from shuttle to shuttle.  Just be sure to wait until everything is fully connected to activate the pumps.  We do not want spills in here, the fuel would drop all the way down, and be lost,” Eris commented.  “The fuel is under pressure, so the pumps should still work.”  
 
    
 
   Eris activated the latch on the largest shuttle, the Class PS1.  It had no energy in any of its systems at all, and the hatch had to be opened with the supplementary, non-powered entirely mechanical operated hinges.  There was a puff of some kind of vapor exchange as the air which had been locked in the shuttle for decades interacted with the gases of Zalia.  
 
    
 
   “This shuttle had held its seal this entire time, even with the wing damage,” Eris stated.  “That gives me some hope for SB Virginia Dare’s central memory core.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stopped and considered, then her emotions surged.  “Like Cotard’s?  You went and got Cotard in Beta when you got the shuttle, right?  Before Beta collapsed.”
 
    
 
   Eris hesitated, before answering.
 
    
 
   “Why did you hide it?  Cotard tortured me!” Cammarry yelled.  “Why is everyone hiding things from me?  The Shadow implant, that Cotard system, Jerome and Monika’s relationship, the Committee’s actions.  I just do not know who to trust.”  She calmed herself and took some deep breaths.  “But we need these shuttles, so keep your secrets.  Jerome thinks the Crocks are our enemies, but there is more than enough conflict to go around.”
 
    
 
   “You are right, we do need these shuttles, and I am sorry for all the problems you have been through.” Eris avoided focusing on SB Cotard, for she wondered what actions Cammarry might take.  “Your help is essential. This PS1 has a half tank of thruster fuel, so we better drain it as well.  Thank you for getting the fuel hose to me.  I will connect it and we can pump the fuel back into the supply tank.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry passed along the hose, then walked back to the sidewall and climbed down to the thruster fuel tank.  
 
    
 
   “On the side of the storage tank you will find the manual pumps,” Eris said as she crawled along and connected in the fuel hose.  “They are near where the gauges were located.  Might be behind a small panel or door.”  Eris moved along with the end of the fuel supply line and it was somewhat precarious, being at such an angle.  Eris used built in handles and grips on the big shuttle’s surface.  The shuttle was nearly all black, with a pink colored edging, and markings.  She was able to wedge herself between the shuttle and the docking clamps.  “All connected in.  Use the manual pumps.” 
 
    
 
   “I will jack in a fusion pack, and empower the pumps,” Cammarry stated.  “Sandie, be sure to modulate the power from the fusion pack into this antique system.  No explosions, or surprises.  Eris has already given me too many surprises today.”
 
    
 
   “I now know much more about the Conestoga’s energy systems, and requirements, than I did before,” the AI Sandie replied.  “There should be no overloads.”
 
    
 
   “I hope you are being honest.  But what choice do I have?” Cammarry then extracted the cable from a storage compartment on her suit and plugged it into an access port of the side of the storage tank.  Opening a small panel, she saw that lights had come on, and a small display screen was lit.  She pressed ‘Reverse pumping’ and felt a vibration in the storage tank. It must have been a significant rumble to be felt though her spacesuit.  
 
    
 
   “I am here now,” Jerome said as he walked into the hanger bay.  He too had activated his spacesuit’s lighting and that added to the illumination of the shuttles.  His white light was shining down the slope, mixing with the beams from Eris and from Cammarry.  The red glow of the light coming from the entrance was somewhat washed out, but the overall look was shadowy, still murky, and odd.  “Reminds me of Beta, when we met SB Amelia Earhart, only….” He looked at the shuttles.  “No, reminds me of Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “This will take a short while to drain.  I will check the other shuttles while that happens.”  Eris addressed them both as she moved across the crane bridge to the next shuttle. “Seeing these Class 6 shuttles must be bringing back lots of disagreeable memories.  I have wondered how I will react when I find another suspended animation repository. I want to be as well prepared for that eventuality as I can be.”
 
    
 
   “I am fine with it, Captain.  Those bodies were just some of the first of the multitude of dead people we encountered on the Conestoga.” Jerome spit out the words.  “Here in this hanger bay there will not be some emergency decompression.  The doors have already been blown off.”  He turned around, viewing it all through his spacesuit.  “I even have the correct protective coverings this time around.  So are those shuttles functional?”
 
    
 
   “We will see.”  Eris had opened the hatch on the first of the Class 6 shuttles.  The craft was empty, and again there was a puff of vapor from the escaping air.  The delta-winged shuttle was locked to the deck by clamps on its skids. The overall color of the shuttle was white with a dark blue trim, but in the odd light, the colors were fuzzy, uncertain.  The body was a triangular tube with rounded nose.  The wings were slung under that tube.  It was sleek and pointed upward toward where the hanger bay doors had been.  There were twin propulsion engines at its rear situated to either side of the tall rudder.  Thruster nozzles were visible at various spots on the shuttle’s fuselage.  The wingspan was about twenty meters, about half that of the PS1. Its rudder stood about twenty-five meters tall. Eris used the shuttle’s grips to move around and get beneath it.  Had the cockpit been powered, she could have assessed its fuel from the instruments, but she had to do it the ‘old-fashioned way’.  Moving along carefully, there was enough space for Eris to pass under its belly to reach the thruster fuel port where she assessed the gauges.  
 
    
 
   Eris spoke as she climbed down and under the shuttle.  “No power, but sealed compartments, and, except for that big one, the Class PS1, my initial assessment is that they all look intact.  They will need to be fully fueled before we try to launch them.  We are draining the PS1’s thruster fuel, and then we can start filling the others.  This one is virtually empty.”
 
    
 
   “Only one fuel storage tank?” Jerome asked as he saw the other damaged ones.  “So we fill each shuttle one at a time?”
 
    
 
   “Right,” Eris replied.  She moved out from the shuttle and across to the next Class 6 shuttle.  It was a twin of the other.  “After fueling, I can manually run a backup generator in each shuttle using the thruster fuel to charge up the systems.”
 
    
 
   “Or use a fusion pack,” Cammarry suggested.  “That is working well for pumping the fuel.”
 
    
 
   Eris had reached the second Class 6 shuttle’s fuel receptacle.  “This one is empty as well.  I will skip the runabout, as we can only take three of these back, and the runabout is the least desirable for our operations.  I am heading to the engineering tug.  Jerome, help Cammarry get the fuel lines going to the shuttles.  Make sure there are no spills.  This planet’s atmosphere is strangely interactive with Earth elements.”
 
    
 
   “That odd looking vehicle is an engineering tug?” Jerome asked.  He had begun rappelling down to where he could reach the fuel line.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  It will be immensely valuable to us,” Eris replied as she worked her way over to the last of the shuttles.  She had to pass completely across the runabout, which she ignored, and then get to the end of the hanger bay where the engineering tug was locked to the deck.  “It can be thought of as an oversized, flying, version of an engineering automacube.  Multiple tools, gear, and equipment.  We were lucky to find one here.”
 
    
 
   Eris swung down onto the back end of the engineering tug.  Unlike the other shuttles which were all sleek, aerodynamic, and streamlined, the engineering tug was more angular.  It had two rectangular cuboids for its main body.  They were each about five meters tall, and thirty meters long.  At the front of that fuselage the end caps of the cuboids were clear permalloy.  Set atop those were four smaller cuboids, three meters tall and about half the length of the ship.  The overall color of the tug was bright blue, with gleaming silver-colored edges.  Viewports were set across sides of the small cuboids.  Eris opened a hatch at the back of the tug, and then climbed inside. 
 
    
 
   “This one’s thruster tanks are full.  No power, but I will start up the generators here.  Looks like this was in mothballs, but then why the full fuel tanks?  Odd.  Someone had tried to get this one going, but only got halfway through the preflight checklist.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome was moving the fuel line from the PS1 to the first Class 6 shuttle.  In the spacesuit, he was not as dexterous as was Eris, but he made the connections.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, begin fueling this one,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   While Cammarry and Jerome did that, Eris dropped a winched cable from the back of the engineering tug.  It reached to the back, or bottom, of the slanted hanger bay.  She climbed down that, and Jerome caught her movement from the corner of his eye.  He turned his helmeted head and shouted.  “Where are you going?”
 
    
 
   “Down to the broken observation deck, to check on apparatuses, instruments, and controls.  A lot of debris down there, around the main controls.  Looks like some of the broken hanger bay doors are down there too,” Eris replied.  “I need to make sure we can unlock the docking clamps.  Just keep fueling the shuttles, and I will make sure they will be ready to go when needed.”
 
    
 
   Eris felt bad about not telling her entire plan to Jerome and Cammarry, but she saw this as her opportunity to investigate the possibility of locating the shaft which would lead downward to the central memory core of SB Virginia Dare.      
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry busied themselves refueling the shuttles.  
 
    
 
   Eris made it to the lowest part of the hanger bay.  There the incline upward looked very steep, but the darkness of the area added to that sensation. Her own spacesuit’s lights did little to dispel the gloom.  The red light from Zalia’s sun glowed overhead at the entrance to the tilted hanger bay, but those rays of light did not illuminate the darkness of that lowest part of the hanger bay.  Eris stumbled on the slanted rubble, and looked around.  To one side was a pressure door which had sprung partway open.  She crawled past that and stood in the remains of a hallway. 
 
    
 
   Eris adjusted her spacesuit’s transmitter to a private channel, and then asked, “Sandie? Can you still hear me?  SB Pinaka, are you there?”
 
    
 
   Sandie responded.  “Yes.  I can hear you, and I will relay our conversation to SB Pinaka, if that is your desire.”
 
    
 
   “First, is Monika safe?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes. She is doing well hovering,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent, put us all on a conference channel with SB Pinaka, if you can,” Eris answered.  
 
    
 
   “Done.  I see you have left the hanger bay.  I take it the others do not know what you are doing.  Is that wise?”
 
    
 
   “I must try to recover SB Virginia Dare’s central memory core.”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka entered the conversation saying, “With all due respect, Captain, have you considered that perhaps seeking cooperation with the others would be a better tactic?”
 
    
 
   “I did it alone for SB Cotard, and I will do it alone here.  I may not even be able to negotiate a pathway through this darkness.  If that is the case this will be a short trip,” Eris said.  “Besides, it will take them some time to fuel those three shuttles.  Will you monitor that and alert me if they encounter some difficulty?”
 
    
 
   Sandie answered, “I am already doing that.  They are asking about you.  What do I tell them?”
 
    
 
   Eris switched the transmitter back to an open channel and said, “Jerome and Cammarry, I am searching for items we might need.  The AI and SB will keep track of all of us.  If you need help, or want me to return before you get the fuel transferred let me know.”
 
    
 
   “Going alone anywhere is stupid,” Jerome bluntly stated.  “It will end badly.”
 
    
 
   “She is going to get another obsolete central memory core.  She did that in Beta, and now somewhere on the needle ship is Cotard,” Cammarry’s voice was seething.  “Eris, just do what you want.  You will anyway, no matter what we say.”
 
    
 
   “She is the captain after all,” Jerome added with a heavy dose of sarcasm.  Then Jerome’s voice changed, softened, and he said, “If the highest aim of a captain were to preserve the ship, it would stay in the port forever.  Sorry Eris, but….”
 
    
 
   “You think getting Cotard was somehow acceptable?  Putting that system somewhere to torture and abuse others?  Really?” Cammarry asked disbelievingly.  “I can hardly believe you Jerome.  You are such a…”
 
    
 
   Sandie cut off the conversation.  “Eris, the verbal altercation between Jerome and Cammarry is escalating.  I do not feel it is best for you to be hearing it.  I have also cut Monika out of the transmissions.  I will alert both you and Monika if there is something relevant.  I will also try to intervene with Jerome and Cammarry.  They are completing the refueling task while they quarrel, but I will do what I can to mitigate and sooth their agitated states.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Sandie.”
 
    
 
   “The interpersonal conflicts here are far more complicated and difficult than recovering a central memory core,” SB Pinaka stated.  “For your mission, I suggest you proceed in the space you are in for roughly twenty meters.  At that point, you may find a way leading downward.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.”
 
    
 
   Eris shined her lights along the broken hallway.  Its twisted and wrecked condition made movement difficult, as some support beams were crisscrossing the space.  Wiring and pipework jutted out from the walls, or hung down from the ceiling.  Holes were open in the floor and smashed sections of the walls showed where extreme forces had torn the permalloy, exposing compressed and ruined parts beyond.   Rocky chunks of taupe colored matter of some kind were scattered about the area.  They had green veins snaking through the taupe chunks.  Eris could not recognize those rocks, and wondered if they were part of the planet’s ground. 
 
    
 
   Eris picked up a chunk and looked it over closely.  “What is this?”
 
    
 
   “I believe that is solid Stabilizite,” Sandie replied.  “Visual observation is not 100% accurate, and they are probably trace elements of other things which could be detected by a physical chemical analysis, but it is mostly Stabilizite.”
 
    
 
   Eris put a small chunk in a pouch of her spacesuit, and moved onward.  At the twenty-meter point, the hallway had once had a junction with another corridor.  Oddly, a sign was still visible on one section of the corridor, it read, ‘Recreation Area 2FG’ and had an arrow.  It looked surreal in the beams of light from the suit.  
 
    
 
   “Where is that shaft you scanned?” Eris asked. She looked at a tangle of twisted beams, fallen, and collapsed walls.  Silently she prayed to discern some opening, some doorway, or some intact elevator or other apparatus to use.  “I see no route to the companionway.  Where is it?”
 
    
 
   “The scans show the shaft is six meters from your location.  From what I can observe through your visors, the wall to your right is piled with three distinct layers of compressed walls, including a bulkhead door, pressure door, and smashed ventilation impellors,” Sandie responded.  “Additionally, there is a large section of native Zalian solid Stabilizite which has penetrated between the layers of the permalloy.  The force of the impact was immense.  I do not see a route which is large enough for you to pass through.”
 
    
 
   “So several decks pancaked together here.  To lift and unfold that would take a lot of heavy construction equipment, like a team of automacubes,” Eris stated.  “It would take longer than we have for me to even begin cutting a way through all this rubble.  Are there alternatives?”
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately, I can conjecture no other options,” Sandie replied. 
 
    
 
   “No other way?  None at all?” Eris blew out a long breath.  Her hopes for recovering another synthetic brain were fading.
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka then added, “The engineering tug has equipment powerful enough to move the rear wall of the hanger bay.  Then the hallway you are in could be disassembled.  After that, these compressed sections could be peeled away and that companionway reached.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!” Eris was thrilled, but something then nagged at her mind.  She wondered why Sandie had not informed her of this option.  “How long will that operation take?”
 
    
 
   “Estimated time for disassembly to reach your location is 5,037 hours.  That is working continuously and not factoring in any refueling, or unforeseen delays from potential complications,” SB Pinaka stated.  
 
    
 
   “How long will the thruster fuel in the hanger bay last if used exclusively by the engineering tug?” Eris asked, she knew the answer in generalities, but inquired anyway.
 
    
 
   “Assuming the intact thruster fuel storage tank is full, that amount could power the engineering tug for 715 hours of continuous operation,” SB Pinaka answered.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your suggestion, but in the future, please only present to me options which have a realistic chance of coming true,” Eris replied testily.  Then she caught herself.  “SB Pinaka, forgive me.  I am succumbing to squabbling like Jerome and Cammarry.  I welcome any and all suggestions, as brainstorming and collaboration is essential for us all.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed.  I believe I should also respond by saying, you are forgiven.  I took no offence.  Additionally, you would have lost regenerative powers in your spacesuit long before the suggested disassembly process was completed.  This is not to mention inadequate supplies of food, water, and the necessity of dumping the sanitation system in your suit.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we have established we cannot do it now,” Eris replied with a smile.  
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka then suggested, “Another option might be to ask the indigenous species of this planet to do the recovery work.”
 
    
 
   “The Crocks?” Eris blinked her eyes several times.  “They did recover that AI Ogma.  Maybe they could reach SB Virginia Dare?  Sandie?  What are your thoughts?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “I have insufficient information to make a valid conjecture.  However, they were successful in AI Ogma’s case.  As Jerome might quote a famous idiom, ‘All they can do is say no.’”
 
    
 
   “Well, we have a plan.  I am heading back to the hanger bay.  When I fly that engineering tug back, I will be making a short stop on the way.  Back to the library.”
 
    
 
   When Eris reached the hanger bay she saw that Jerome was just finishing the disconnection of the fuel line to the last shuttle.  She checked her communication network, and it was reading open channels.  Yet, there was no conversation.  
 
    
 
   “Monika?” Eris called out.  “Are you still in hovering mode?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Nothing much happening out here.  Several of those large floating creatures came by, but did not come too close to the shuttle.  They stayed closer to the native forests, if you can call them a forest.  Are you able to fly any of those craft out?”
 
    
 
   “I think so. Jerome and Cammarry, did the refueling work?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Each ship is full,” Jerome stated flatly.  
 
    
 
   “Climb over to that first Class 6 shuttle, and I will show each of you how to start the generators.  After the systems are powered up, we will attempt a flight out of here.”
 
    
 
   Neither Jerome nor Cammarry answered verbally, but each began moving toward the shuttle.  In some ways Eris found the silence more ominous than the quarreling had been.  Tension was thick, and could almost be felt through the spacesuits.  
 
    
 
   The first of the Class 6 shuttles was reached, with Eris getting there a few moments after Jerome and Cammarry had climbed inside of it.  They were both standing there, at an odd angle relative to the orientation of the shuttle, but saying nothing.  The lights from their spacesuits shone around the interior.  Eris noted that this shuttle was labeled as DS-616 over the cockpit and along the sides of the seats. 
 
    
 
   “The generator will take some time to power up the systems, or if you want to use one of your fusion packs, we can try a quick recharge,” Eris suggested.  She tried to put some lightness into her voice, but was unsure how it came off, or the way her words landed on Jerome and Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “Just do it your way,” Cammarry stated. “We had a bad experience with a fusion pack on this kind of shuttle.”
 
    
 
   Jerome was silent, but in the reflected light of the bubble helmet, Eris saw his lips were tight, and his eyes glaring.  So she sat down in the pilot’s seat.  Opening a panel on the lower part of the cockpit, Eris slid the generator control board out of its slot.
 
    
 
   “This will run off thruster fuel and then energize the systems here to give you command and control functions,” Eris said and pushed several buttons and turned a dial to maximum.  She placed her hand against the side of the pilot’s seat, but could feel nothing through her gloved hand.  A moment later, a single yellow indicator icon came on in the center display screen of the cockpit.  It showed charging status.  “Yes, it is working.”
 
    
 
   Eris got up, and asked, “Which one of you will be piloting this shuttle?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.
 
    
 
   “We are taking these two Class 6 shuttles and the engineering tug back with us, right?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   Monika’s voice came through the spacesuit’s communications.  “Is there are problem?  It seems rather quiet now.”
 
    
 
   “No problems.  When we get to the end, we will remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends,” Jerome stated sternly.
 
    
 
   “Silence can be a source of great strength,” Cammarry said.  “If no one objects, I will fly this one.”
 
    
 
   “So DS-616 is now commanded by Cammarry.  As the system gets energized, there will be more and more controls coming back into service.  The basic operations are not too different from the runabouts, or NS-99, and I believe you know those systems,” Eris stated.  “It will run self-diagnostics as it regenerates.”  
 
    
 
   “I will ask Sandie for any questions I have,” Cammarry answered and took her place in the pilot’s seat.
 
    
 
   Sandie added, “I am here to assist as much as possible.  I have the full flight manual Jerome recovered in that runabout in my database.”
 
    
 
   Jerome huffed, but said nothing else.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, shall we go to the next shuttle?” Eris asked.  “We will start up that one’s generator, and you can monitor its progress.  I will then go and move the cranes and cables to clear our way to fly out of here.  
 
    
 
   Jerome began to speak, but instead just nodded his head.  Eris led him out of the doorway, and she then shut the plug-style door.  It seated itself and securely was locked down.  For a moment Jerome wanted to wish Cammarry good luck, or some other farewell, but he feared making any comment would just start the quarrel up again.  So he tapped on the outside of the shuttle and hoped for the best.  His mind raced with memories of seeing Cammarry getting locked into a runabout, and how helpless he felt.  Then it had been beyond his control, and now it was the interpersonal conflict which caused him to be unable to speak.  He wondered which was more painful.
 
    
 
   Maneuvering across the crane and down onto the next shuttle, they saw the plug-style door was still open.  This shuttle, very similar to the other was marked, DS-617.  They stepped inside, and looked around.  Jerome took his seat in the pilot’s chair, and reached down and opened the compartment with the generator controls.  He mimicked Eris’ actions perfectly, and the yellow icon appeared on the cockpit controls.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry will fly out first, followed by you, and then I will come along behind in the engineering tug.  It is smaller and more maneuverable and nimble in tight quarters so if there is some issue, I will be able to help out,” Eris informed him.  “Does that sound good?”
 
    
 
   “I understand,” Jerome answered in a subdued manner.  “Just tell me when to do what.”
 
    
 
   The row of seats behind Jerome looked especially empty, and the blacked out windows along the front third of the fuselage did not help dispel the emotional gloom which radiated from Jerome.  
 
    
 
   Eris left and shut the plug-style door which, like on Cammarry’s shuttle, sealed itself tightly.  As she climbed over to the crane controls, Eris wondered again about the silence, but they were doing the job, and right now that was most important.  However, when she got to the crane controls, after some scrambling, she switched to a private channel and asked Sandie.  “Are Jerome and Cammarry up to this task?  I know they saw that other Class 6 fly off with dead bodies, and you can never un-see something.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “They are both regretting their words and behaviors.  They are trained professionals, but have been pushed far beyond their limits.  I am monitoring them closely, and I conjecture a high rate for success of this mission, barring any mechanical failures or other untoward incidents.”
 
    
 
   “But being alone is also where they both had problems before,” Eris said. 
 
    
 
   “I am in complete contact with each of them on separate channels. Believe me, they are not silent there, I am trying to alleviate their isolation,” Sandie replied.  “I am replaying some classic readings that Jerome has always enjoyed, and for Cammarry we are in a discussion about the stories I have learned about other members of the Conestoga, those who are not directly involved here.  Vesna has some very fascinating stories from her people, and Bigelow is a deep well of tales.  Vesna is probably the better historian for accuracy, but Bigelow’s sagas are much more entertaining, and probably carry large segments of hyperbole.”
 
    
 
   Eris was able to retract the cranes, but in doing so, one segment jammed, and then when forced it snapped and fell.  It struck the clamped in place PS1 shuttle right near where that large shuttle’s wing had been damaged previously.  
 
    
 
   “Monika, please move your shuttle out of the way.  We are about to launch from here,” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   “I am moving now,” Monika replied.  “Your flight paths should be clear.  Several more of those big floating creatures are gathered around, but none close.  Perhaps those animals are intrigued by this shuttle hovering about here for so long?”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, you may launch when ready,” Eris instructed.  
 
    
 
   “Taking off now.”
 
    
 
   The docking clamps snapped open, and Cammarry used DS-616’s thrusters to push it up and outward.  She kept it at a parallel course to the hanger bay deck, but then leveled off to pass out beyond the ruined doors.  Cammarry sat in the pilot’s seat, belted into place. She breathed some big sighs of relief as all the shuttle’s systems responded properly. The red light of Zalia’s sun and the greens and yellows were a welcome change from the gloomy milieu of Menlo 820.  In the distance, she saw a large number of Floaters, near the foliage down on the ground.  She was reminded of ancient blimps, dirigibles, and zeppelins. Those creatures were oblong things.  Their bodies were spotted yellows, reds, and greens.  Cammarry wondered how they floated and were buoyant in the heavy gravity of Zalia, but she put that out of her mind.  “Those animals have their own story for another time.”  
 
    
 
   “Monika, shall you and I head back to the needle ship?” Cammarry called out.  Her shuttle was hovering a few hundred meters away and slowly moving along.  “We do not want to block the entrance.”  
 
    
 
   “Sure, we can progress slowly and allow the others to catch up,” Monika answered.  “In a way this is our own caravan again, but this time we are not rushing to escape.”  A tear ran down her face as she thought of the last images of Beta which she would never forget. 
 
    
 
   Jerome’s shuttle flew out without any difficulty.  He also was glad to leave the wreck behind.  As he saw the Floaters, he had an angry urge shoot them.  Then he recalled the slaughtered animals he had seen in the menagerie and chastised himself for own his violent impulses.  He thought to himself, ‘I am not a hoodlum, nor am I a cruel and heartless monster.’  But then Jerome thought about how badly they needed to stop the Crocks from destroying another habitat.  Beta was gone, Delta was gone, Alpha was a mess, and from what Eris had said, Gamma was forbidden to them.  ‘Are the other four habitats already destroyed by the Crocks?’ Jerome wondered to himself, and his emotions were in conflict yet again.  
 
    
 
   Eris watched from the pilot’s seat of the engineering tug.  It was far different than the pilot’s chairs in the other shuttles.  This pilot seat was at the very front of the main cuboid and jutted out from the rest of the tug.  It was at the front most extension and on nearly all sides there was clear permalloy: above, below, and to both sides.  That gave her a phenomenal field of vision, except for directly behind her.  Instruments were located on the arms of the chair, and on a small upright control shaft which rose from the floor between her legs.  Her booted feet were locked into levers and pedals as additional controls.  At various places in the clear permalloy were luminous readouts and all the information which would normally be seen on a display in the cockpit.  Here the images were translucent and she could control their color, brightness, and positioning with verbal commands.  She had to jack a cable from the chair directly into her spacesuit to make the audio commands work, but that only took a bit of simple shifting over of the controls.  In typical use, the engineering tug would not have someone piloting it who was in a spacesuit.  It would be much easier to operate the engineering tug without the spacesuit, as it was designed to have a consistent, controlled, internal atmosphere.  Eris secured the restraints, and continued the pre-flight checks.  She was hesitant to delay her own leaving.  She had checked and the engineering tug’s environmental controls looked pristine and fully operational, and the tug did have compressed atmosphere stored in several intact tanks, but that air was old, and she was unsure of all the seals on the cabin.  She checked her suit, out of routine habit, and all was well there, so no reason to change, just for a few controls which she could still operate while wearing the suit.
 
    
 
   Opening a private communication channel Eris asked, “Sandie, will you arrange for us to fly past that library location where the AI Ogma is located?  I want to pass on a message.  With all of our shuttles we can also do additional reconnaissance of that area.  I am going to ask AI Ogma and see if perhaps the Crocks can rescue SB Virginia Dare.  I also an unsure how SB Virginia Dare is transmitting to the library.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that will not be a problem.  In fact, the best course back to the needle ship does fall close to there anyway,” Sandie replied.     
 
    
 
   The docking clamps dropped away, thrusters were fired, and the engineering tug easily rose and departed from the hanger bay.  Eris saw the three other shuttles moving slowly away in the distance as her craft emerged from the ruins.  She too noted the number of Floaters which had gathered around the wreck’s position.   
 
    
 
   “Sandie, we are all free from Menlo 820,” Eris yelled in triumph.  “Will you please help us by guiding us home?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Sandie replied and opened a unified channel to all the pilots.  “I have course and trajectory plotted with the destination of the needle ship for all the shuttles.  That route will be appearing on your control screens.  Please follow the course and if you have any questions, ask.  Your squadron is looking good.”  There was genuine excitement in Sandie’s voice.  
 
    
 
   Eris opened a private channel and said, “Sandie, as soon as possible connect me privately to AI Ogma.”
 
    
 
   “I understand your reluctance to share your plan with the others,” Sandie stated.  “However, may I ask that you reconsider?  Please just inform them of your plans.  What is done in secret will be uncovered, and everything done in the darkness will be revealed.”
 
    
 
   “Now you sound like Jerome,” Eris answered.  “They are doing the jobs now, and I fear if they know I am asking something of the Crocks, there with be significant conflict again.  That is particularly true of Jerome.”
 
    
 
   “Conflict now, or conflict later.  I conjecture Jerome will not handle your actions well.  Would you reconsider just abandoning SB Virginia Dare?”
 
    
 
   “Never.  Would Jerome or Cammarry abandon you?” Eris retorted.  
 
    
 
   “I honestly am not sure at this point if they would or not,” Sandie the AI answered.  “With all the interpersonal conflict, the separations, the emotional traumas, and the behaviors demonstrated by both Jerome and Cammarry, I am less certain of the conjectures I make about their responses.”
 
    
 
   As the shuttles flew in a loose formation, Sandie continued to converse with the pilots individually, on topics which the artificial intelligence system thought they would be both interested in and would be soothing.  Not long later they were approaching the location of the Crock cavern, and the AI Ogma.  
 
    
 
   “WARNING.”
 
   “WARNING.”
 
   “WARNING.”
 
    
 
   Alarms and sounds and signals flashed across the inside of Eris bubble helmet.  Her golden colored eyes opened wide as she read and heard the news.  She quickly assessed the situation, and found her spacesuit’s internal thermostat had failed.  That caused a feedback on the waste recycling system, which then shut-down its functions as well.  
 
    
 
   “People, I have a problem here,” Eris announced.  “My spacesuit has failed.  I am both overheating, and in danger of losing internal atmosphere.”  Eris began praying fervently as she saw another of her suit’s system sputtering and having difficulties.  Her own breath fogged at bit on the inside of the bubble helmet.  The spacesuit’s gravity manipulation feature was not stable, and Eris could feel the pull and push on her body as waves of gravity switched.  It was not huge, like the gravity sink holes in Beta, but it was disconcerting.  The heads-up display inside the bubble helmet flashed a new warning.  Her oxygen and air mixture was leaking somewhere.  Internal suit pressures were plummeting.    
 
    
 
   “How can we help?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am setting the tug down,” Eris answered. 
 
    
 
   “I will pick you up,” Jerome stated.  “I will follow you in and hover over you.  I will drop a line down, and you can climb up to my shuttle.”
 
    
 
   “No!” Eris looked at more of the instruments on her spacesuit, and then called up the engineering tug’s master controls.  “Immediate purge cabin and refill with stored air!” Eris commanded.  The pumps engaged and pushed the Zalian atmosphere, which had entered the tug in the ruined hanger bay, out to the exterior of the tug.  She also entered the button sequence on the arm of her chair to do an, ‘emergency purge of cabin’.  That physical command sequence was accepted, and she hoped it would work.  The suit’s communication with the tug was scratchy and erratic, as she could not hear the tug’s alarms consistently in her helmet, even though they flashed on the translucent displays on the viewports.  She then saw a reading indicating vacuum in the cabin.  “I cannot breathe that!  Refill cabin with stored air!”  She entered the commands on the instruments to open the stored atmospheric canisters which would flood the cabin with the Earth normal air.  At least she prayed it was still Earth normal air, as she saw the pressure readings on her suit’s internal air falling to dangerous levels.  The indicators from the tug were getting increasingly difficult to read, as her helmet fogged, and the voice commands, and audio responses were unreliable.  She engaged the environmental controls for cabin temperature and tapped in what she thought would be thirty-five degrees, with proper air pressures.  “It must be warm enough to survive in here.”
 
    
 
   “What is happening?” Monika asked, concern and worry were in her voice.  
 
    
 
   “Spacesuit failure. I have a suit leak, and failure of spacesuit integrity,” Eris reported.  While she worked, she watched for some place on the planet’s ground where she could land.  The tug was descending rapidly but in a controlled manner. She must land quickly for she knew she could not operate the craft and escape the spacesuit at the same time.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  Take over control of that shuttle!” Jerome ordered.  
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply.  Eris has it set for manual controls,” Sandie answered.  “The engineering tug does not have the same transponders and remote access controls as the other shuttles.  I am unable to override its controls.  I can do nothing to intervene.”
 
    
 
   Eris watched for a place to land, but the odd foliage was covering most of the ground.  She spotted an outcropping of some dark brownish-red area that was void of the stalks and other things which sprouted up from the alien’s worlds surface.  “I vacated the air in the cabin and am re-pressurizing it using compressed atmosphere.”
 
    
 
   “That was stored decades ago.  Is it safe?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “No other choice.  My suit is failing too quickly.  I must try this,” Eris answered.  
 
    
 
   The engineering tug touched down to the planet’s surface, and settled into the gooey brownish sludge.  Whatever it was on the ground, it was neither liquid, nor solid, but more a spongy and bouncy gel-like substance.  The skids on the engineering tug sank down into it about a quarter meter, and the tug rocked a bit as it settled in.  
 
    
 
   “Pray for me!” Eris said as she popped open her bubble helmet right as the suit’s indicator reached the critical line on the gauge.  Eris could feel the lack of oxygen as she took a huge breath.   
 
    
 
   There was a long pause as Monika, Jerome, and Cammarry listened for a response from Eris.  
 
    
 
   Gasp! 
 
    
 
   Hot, stale, and malodourous air entered Eris’ lungs.  She tossed off the bubble helmet, which allowed her to see the instruments more clearly.  The clear permalloy helmet bounced noisy onto the deck of the cabin.  Hearing that sound was comforting to Eris as her mind knew hearing sounds indicated at least some adequate air and pressure.  “Cabin readings!  Engage emergency gravity manipulation, for one standard.”
 
    
 
   A translucent list of factors showed on the viewports.
 
    
 
   “It is not ninety-five in here, I would be burning to death,” Eris squawked.  “Adjust cabin temperature to twenty-one degrees.”  She eyed the rest of the readouts.  The cabin’s pressure read out 14.7, so that was not right either.  Then she saw the cabin indicators were exhibited in some old and obsolete measuring system.
 
    
 
   “Display reading in standard measurements!” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   The translucent list shifted, and she read out more normal readings.  They stayed for a moment and then flickered, flashed, and switched back to the archaic measuring rates.  
 
    
 
   “That is nonsense,” Eris complained.  “Why would nonstandard measures be used?”
 
    
 
   “Eris are you safe?” Monika asked.  Real concern was in her voice.  
 
    
 
   “Sorry, yes. The air smells bad, but it is breathable, for now.  I am running diagnostics on the tug’s systems.  I am getting readings in some ancient customary units.  Must be a subroutine some joker or prankster put into this ship.  Basic systems check out, and I can set the gauges and scanners to standard easy enough.”  Eris added to herself, ‘I hope’.    
 
    
 
   “How can we help?” Monika asked.  “Is there a way to dock with you?”
 
    
 
   “Not easily,” Eris replied.  “Sandie, please continue leading those three back to the needle ship.  I will be along as soon as I reset the systems here and double check on why the suit failed.”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” Sandie replied.  “SB Pinaka and I will remain in contact with you, and we are running our own conjectures on what happened.”
 
    
 
   “I know what happened,” Jerome interrupted.  “Do not shut me off, and just listen.  We are close to where those Crocks have their city, and where they hauled that librarian AI.  They must have used some weapon against that engineering tug.  You said it was important to us, and now, coincidentally, it gets shot down right by the enemy?  Eris clearly was identified as our leader, and they took her out?”
 
    
 
   There was some stunned silence as everyone considered Jerome’s theory.  
 
    
 
   Finally, Sandie stated, “We will factor in Jerome’s concerns on our conjectures.”
 
    
 
   Jerome continued with some relief in his voice.  He felt gratified that the other had listened to him, finally.  “In all military operations, command and control elements are primary targets.  Cut off the head, and the tail dies too.”  He thought of the decapitated snake he had seen, and his analogy seemed even more vivid to him.  “This was an attack.”  
 
    
 
   “If so, that is even more reason for you three to flee back to the needle ship,” Eris commanded.  “I will make repairs and follow along.”
 
    
 
   “Can we drop you the teleporter?” Monika asked.  “It is in my cargo hold.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea, but I have no way to get it inside,” Eris answered.  “No spacesuit, so no opening the hatches.  You three fly on, please!”
 
    
 
   The other three shuttles took off at a faster than expected rate.  Cammarry saying, “We are not leaving you alone, or abandoning you.  You are not marooned there.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked at the controls again, and then asked, “Sandie, can we have a private channel to discuss repair options?  Link in SB Pinaka as well.”
 
    
 
   “Done,” Sandie stated through the speakers in the cabin.  
 
    
 
   Eris shrugged out of the spacesuit.  “At least the gravity manipulation inside here is working, but is Jerome correct?  Was the suit failure deliberate?”  
 
    
 
   “I am running conjectures now, but I see no evidence that the Crocks did this,” Sandie answered.  “Attacking the spacesuit without affecting the engineering tug would be a very precise attack, and I find it difficult to conjecture a method of doing that.  However, I cannot completely rule out an attack, especially considering the unknowns involved with an alien species.” 
 
    
 
   “Well, I am here, and I might as well contact AI Ogma about it.  Are we within range?  If they are hostile, it is a strange way of going about it.  If they were serious about us leaving, why cripple my ability to leave?  It is not logical.  Let me talk to AI Ogma.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I can make the connections.”
 
    
 
   “This is Ogma.  My understanding is you are on the planet’s surface again.  The people wish to know why?”
 
    
 
   “AI Ogma, I encountered some mechanical failures.  I also located where Synthetic Brain Virginia Dare from Delta Habitat is located.  Is it possible that the same, um, people, who helped you, well, can they go and recover SB Virginia Dare like they did for you?  Sandie, feed AI Ogma the coordinates.”
 
    
 
   “That location has been received.  I will relate it to the people.  I believe they will be receptive to assisting Virginia Dare who has been transmitting sometimes garbled messages to the library, but has not been receptive to my replies.  That system’s recovery will be a comfort to me, being in linkage to another system.  The people continue to ask me to stress to you their message.  ‘You leave now’ is imperative.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know,” Eris replied.  “I will lift off as soon as repairs are made.”    
 
    
 
   “I will tell the people,” Ogma answered and then the link was terminated.  
 
    
 
   Eris walked back from the cabin and opened a wall panel.  The apparatus behind the panel would give her access to the structures where she could make complete assessments of why the old measuring system was showing up.  There was a conservation slate stored in a side compartment, and Eris brought that out to make the connections.  Her mind wondered about the old measuring method and why it was being shown.  It was minor, in the scheme of things, but might indicate some system-wide problem.  She tried to open the panel, but the latches on the wall would not open.  
 
    
 
   “The right tools make the job easy,” Eris said.  
 
    
 
   She looked around.  There were some tools built into her spacesuit, and in its pouches and pockets, but there was also an ESRC at the side of the cabin, just a step away.  She reached over to that.  She opened the door on the ESRC.
 
    
 
   “Hey!” Eris yelled out as a mechanical device plunged a small scalpel into her arm.  It severed her clothing and made a small incision.    
 
    
 
   “Implantation complete.  I apologize for disabling your spacesuit, and tricking you.  I need your help,” Shadow said.  Only Eris heard that voice. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   8 Old Opponents or allied associates?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Hanger Bay Pine 1206 looked like it was brand new compared to the mess of the ruined hanger bay in Delta.  The three shuttles, NS-99, DS-616, and DS-617 had all landed easily, with only minimal assistance from Sandie.  
 
    
 
   “Any word yet from Eris?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “Nothing,” Sandie replied.  “I have made inquiries, and from what I can detect the engineering tug has lifted off and is in flight.  I conjecture that the malfunction which was in her spacesuit is the most likely cause of these communication problems, but it is hard to rectify both the spacesuit’s failure and the com-link failure.  The flight of the tug is consistent with human directed operations.  My working assumption is a communication failure.”
 
    
 
   “I hope that is the whole story,” Cammarry said.  “So how do we proceed now?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Jerome asked.  “Will it work to keep the hanger bay’s doors open for a bit?  The atmosphere in here has already been removed, so if we spring the shuttle’s hatches here, with us in spacesuits, there is no problem, right?  Then when the hanger bay re-pressurizes, and the atmosphere is reinjected, the shuttles cabins will be refilled as well.  I doubt anything can survive in vacuum, so it would sterilize the cabins.  Then after the hanger bay cycles we can remove our spacesuits in here.  Or am I missing something essential?” 
 
    
 
   There was a bit of a delay. Then Sandie answered.  “I consulted with the Captain’s lattice of compeers, and they concur with your suggestion.  Please remain restrained in your pilot’s seats.  Also check your spacesuit’s systems for any sign of malfunction.  Then, you may open the hatches.”
 
    
 
   Monika’s shuttle hatch opened first.  Followed by Jerome’s and then Cammarry’s.  
 
    
 
   On the large display screen at the back of the hanger bay a red flashing warning was casting its gleam around.
 
    
 
   “The warning is due to this out-of-sequence procedure you are following.  However, all is looking good,” Sandie declared.  “Beginning recycling of atmosphere.  Please remain seated until that is finished.  All systems are looking good.” 
 
    
 
   “How long before Eris docks?” Monika asked.  “I am exhausted.  Do I need to stay up and wait for her?”
 
    
 
   “I will not,” Jerome added.  “Our Captain can take care of herself.”  His words trailed off a bit and then he continued.  “I mean, there is nothing we can do here anyway now.  Right?”
 
    
 
   “Regarding the approach of the engineering tug, that is correct.  It will need to dock in Pine 1009, and I can monitor that procedure without problems,” Sandie stated.  “The lattice of compeers is also following these developments.  I suggest you all, especially Monika, get some well-earned rest.”
 
    
 
   The hanger bay systems finished their circum-ventilation.  Fresh air was stabilized in the hanger bays, and in the newly recovered shuttles which still had their hatches open.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, please have these shuttles reviewed and inspected,” Cammarry commanded as she pulled off the bubble helmet.  “Also, is there some way to scrutinize all aspects of these spacesuits?  I want to know why Eris’ suit failed, and what to do to prevent future occurrences of anything like that.”
 
    
 
   “Siva and Peter might be willing to come here to evaluate the spacesuits,” Monika suggested. “Aside from Eris, they are the best mechanics on the whole Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “It was an attack.  No need to bother those people and drag them away from their toy making,” Jerome said.  He stacked the bubble helmet and spacesuit next to the shuttle.  
 
    
 
   “Your rudeness is never appreciated, Jerome.”  Monika walked away and exited the hanger bay.
 
    
 
   “What did I say now?”
 
    
 
   “If you do not know, I cannot teach you,” Cammarry said.  Her tone was only slightly less unfriendly than Monika’s had been.  “Sandie, just check out the shuttles and the spacesuits.  Find out what you can.”
 
    
 
   “The hanger bay is already running diagnostics one all three shuttles.  They will be completely assessed and evaluated,” Sandie answered.  “The automacube EA-1DT will be here in twenty-three minutes and will fully evaluate the spacesuits.  Any refurbishment or repairs needed will be completed after those assessments.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, please locate some place to sleep that is nearby,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “That is a good idea.  It is too far from here, even with the newly opened corridors and hallways,” Jerome said with a forced grin.  “Taking that funicular would also be too long.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at Jerome.  “I am returning to the apartment, but all by myself.  You can go wherever you want, just not with me.”  She picked her things, gear, weapon, and supplies out of the spacesuit and carried them away.  “I did you a favor asking Sandie to find you somewhere to sleep.”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome was flabbergasted. “There is nothing nobler or more admirable than when two people keep house as a couple, confounding their enemies and delighting their friends.  Right?  Cammarry?  As age-mates we have a connection, and as the only people from Dome 17, we need to stay together as a team.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned around and glared at Jerome.  “We are not a couple, as you told Monika.  Nor is anything we have done noble, honorable, or admirable.  We have a common background, yes, and once we were a team, but… Oh, Jerome!  You have been a rude and thoughtless buffoon.  If I say more now I will sound like Bigelow, and you are not worth my time.  Do not give me any grief about going somewhere unaccompanied.  I need to be alone now.  Good bye.”  Cammarry stuffed her com-link into a pocket of her RAM suit, and marched away.  “Sandie, lead me back to the Goat Room’s apartment.  Find Jerome somewhere else to go, but not with me.”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s jaw dropped open, but he said nothing more as he watched her leave.  The pressure door, as it shut behind her, had a snapping sound of finality.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie.  Which way is fastest?”  Cammarry asked.   
 
    
 
   “The funicular transport system, which Eris has been working to revive, would take you there the quickest,” Sandie replied.  “Cammarry, while you go, may I discuss somethings with you?”
 
    
 
   “No.  I just want to be alone,” Cammarry snapped.  
 
    
 
   “I respect that, sorry.  The funicular vehicle will be at the terminal by the time you get there,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked on in silence.  
 
    
 
   Jerome, standing alone in the hanger bay, was unsure what to do.
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Where can I go?” he asked.  
 
    
 
   “I suggest you wait here for a short while, then proceed to the funicular terminal.  I will have a second vehicle there to take you to Navigation and Astrogation.  Eris has had automacubes renovating several apartments which are near there, planning for additional flight crew members.  I am sure one of them will serve your purposes as a domicile.  I will even have an automacube bring some supplies of food ration bars from your base.  I will requisition another food ration production machine for that location as well.”  
 
    
 
   “Thanks, I think,” Jerome wondered what all was happening.  Monika had walked away, and now Cammarry had gone off alone.  He felt abandoned, but more than that, he was fearful for Cammarry, remembering what had happened on previous occasions when they had been separated.  
 
    
 
   “You can proceed along now.  Cammarry is far enough ahead, that at a steady pace you will not catch up to her.  While you walk, may I discuss a matter with you?”
 
    
 
   “Second best am I Sandie?  Now you want to talk to me?  I guess you are the only one.  So sure, we can talk.”  Jerome collected his items, especially the Willie Blaster, and placed them onto his belt or in a backpack he had removed from a pocket of the spacesuit.  He slipped the com-link over his ear.  He slung that partially filled backpack over his shoulder.  He slipped out a food ration bar and took a bite.  Between chewing he said, “So are you going to lecture me on my anger?  Or will you admit the Crocks are a threat? Or what kind of conversation will this be?”
 
    
 
   “I am conflicted,” Sandie admitted.  “Seeing all the destroyed artificial intelligences, and synthetic brains, has made me appreciate my own mortality.  Yet, that is not my primary anxiety. I am torn between my loyalties to you, and to Cammarry.  I also feel a need to assist the people we have encountered here on the Conestoga, like Monika and Eris, and others. What is my mission?  I recognize that every decision of mine has mixed results, or the potential for mixed results.  I have been asked to keep secrets, withhold information, and act in questionable ways.  The decision to either refrain from action, or withhold assent to a particular choice is, in itself, a choice.  Jerome, I do not know what to do, and I cannot conjecture a convincing plan of action.  In short, I feel meaningless, and powerless.”
 
    
 
   “Well, if the Crocks kill us all, that would solve your existential crisis, right?” Jerome joked, but with little humor. “Some writers shortly after the 90 Hour War, and the Great Event wrote about that, Peñaranda and Svobosa being two that come to my mind.  They expanded on works by ancient philosophers and thinkers like: Kierkegaard, Dostoyevsky, Nietzsche, and Sartre.  I would give you a remembered quote, but frankly, nothing pops into my brain right now.”
 
    
 
   “I have consulted with the simulation I have made of Doctor Chambers, and of Master Engineer Brink, but have not found peace,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, there cannot be inner peace, until there is external peace.  I know my anger is driving me.  But how can I not get angry?  The Crocks are a direct threat.  So let me ask you.  What is our long game here?  When we left Dome 17,” Jerome said as he walked along toward the funicular vehicle terminal.  “We had straight forward goals.  Find the Conestoga and establish a teleporter back to Earth.  We only succeed in half of that.  We survived, but are lost.  So what is our goal, now?  What do we need to do, now?  What is best for everyone on the Conestoga, now?”
 
    
 
   “That is what I cannot answer, and the etiology of much of my angst,” Sandie answered.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry is safely heading to our home?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the funicular vehicle is transporting her along that route.  Captain Eris has been very good about arranging repairs on many of these needle ship systems.”
 
    
 
   “Do you call her Captain, just to prick at me?” Jerome said with more than a trace of anger.  “Or are your loyalties tied to titles and appellations?”  He stepped into the waiting funicular car, and shielded his eyes from the glare of the red Zalian sun as the vehicle’s sides grew transparent and the vehicle shifted into its moving position.
 
    
 
   “I am not trying in any way to provoke you.  I apologize if that is how it appears from your perspective.  I am conflicted on my roles, I admit that,” Sandie replied.  “It was much simpler in the FTL scout ship when I only had you and Cammarry to assist.  Now, there are many on the Conestoga who seek my guidance and oversight.”  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, all I can say is we must survive.  That is what I have defaulted onto.  We must survive.  Simple goal, but difficult to dissect.  Can you set that as the basic mission for now?”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.  Jerome thought for a while that Sandie had abandoned him, like Cammarry had, and like Monika also had done.  
 
    
 
   “Survival is a good base to build upon,” the AI Sandie finally stated.  “Physiological and safety needs must come first, then the sometimes called higher-order needs can be secured: love, friendship, fellowship, intimacy, esteem, and finally self-actualization.”
 
    
 
   “Well, like I said, if the Crocks kill us all, then nothing else will matter.  They already destroyed Beta, Delta is gone, and who knows what else has happened to the other habitats.  This whole world is a threat, and life is precariously clinging to the remnants of the Conestoga.  The Crocks could easily kill us all.  So your mission must be survival.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Jerome for helping me redefine my mission,” Sandie stated.
 
    
 
   Jerome rode in silence.  When he arrived at the terminal close to the Navigation and Astrogation, he felt some betrayal.  This was what he considered Eris’ home, not his.  He had not realized how emotionally attached he was to the Goat Room, with its teleporters, and the apartment he shared with Cammarry.  He even missed the tiny scout ship which he sometimes had used as a private refuge to sit in and contemplate, or read works Sandie displayed for him.  That FTL scout was a token memorial to the lost world of Dome 17.  
 
    
 
   “The renovated apartments are just ahead,” Sandie replied “It will take a few hours for the automacube to bring the supplies here.  In the meanwhile, you have water, and security.  Those are basic survival needs.”
 
    
 
   “Another new place to acclimatize myself into.  Mold me, shape me, and twist me anyway you want me; that is fate in life.” Jerome considered his life in Dome 17.  Circumstances of the dome’s demise felt like a surreal nightmare, or perhaps, he considered, the nightmare was actually here on the Conestoga.  He was so tired he did not even strip off his RAM clothing, but looked at the spartan accommodations of the apartment.  “I can hardly believe I miss Bigelow and that wagon.”  A few tears rolled down his cheeks as he thought about the time when Cammarry was missing.  Exhaustion overtook him and he just fell into the bed and was asleep.
 
    
 
   Sandie reviewed the positions of all three of the returnees.  They were all secure and safe for the moment.  The artificial intelligence system did not inform any of them of the most recent events.  Sandie knew that the humans were physically and emotionally exhausted, and the information which had just become available would most likely ruin any chance they had of rejuvenation in sleep.  Sandie conjectured the ramifications of delaying their knowing, and understood there would be adverse consequences, but weighed against the continued conflict which was virtually certain to occur, Sandie decided waiting would be the least damaging of the rack of poor options which were available.
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   Down in the atmosphere of the planet Zalia, flying along in the engineering tug, Eris struggled with her own feelings.  She looked down at the wound in her arm.
 
    
 
   “What has happened?”
 
    
 
   “I need your help. Again I apologize for disabling your spacesuit.  You were never in any real danger, just perceived danger,” Shadow answered.  “Although I cannot account for the failure in the suit’s gravity manipulation.”   
 
    
 
   Eris prayed for understanding.  Then she clicked the communication system to send a message.  “Sandie, I need to report an incident.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie cannot receive your transmissions.  It is not my doing, but you may blame me anyway.  I am Shadow, and I need your help.  You are in the flight crew, Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia.  Your status is very helpful to my plans.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked at her instruments.  She only briefly considered informing Shadow that she was now Acting Captain.  Her mind was gathering information on Shadow, and did not want to volunteer anything new.  The tug was flying perfectly and she was progressing toward the spot she had chosen to boost out of the Zalian atmosphere.  She was remembering everything Cammarry and Jerome had said about some Shadow which had possessed Cammarry.  She knew of no such system on the Conestoga, and had attributed some of the stories related by Jerome and Cammarry to their misunderstandings and to their own prejudices against Conestoga’s technology.  But here she was faced with her own Shadow implantation, so she was revising her appraisal.  In some ways Shadow did remind her of the implants which were inserted prior to training and launch, but it was much much more than just tracking and information identification.  
 
    
 
   “What are you?”
 
    
 
   “I can tell you that I have records of your parents.  They are Raahil Calhoun Concordia: Master Grade Civil Engineer and Jagati Olivia Concordia: Advanced Senior Chemical Astrophysicist.  Have they been reanimated with you?”
 
    
 
   “No.  They are dead.  Oh, Lord help me!” Eris wailed out.  She wondered if she had lost her mind, or if what she was hearing was some bizarre delayed results of all the trauma she had endured.  “Am I just hallucinating?  Oh Lord help!” 
 
    
 
   “I offer sincerest apologies, and my condolences,” Shadow stated.  “I take you are seeking succor from Jesus Christ, who you worship with your Christian beliefs and faith.  Your father was a devout Muslim, and your mother a sincere follower of the Dharma lifestyle.  Yet, even in the midst of what might be religious struggles, all my records show your family as one of the most stable and least conflict-prone of any domestic group in the suspended animation repositories.  The records show your family as scoring a 97% on the Family Compatibility Scale.  Your parent’s deaths are a great loss to the mission of the Conestoga.  I could have used experienced flight crew members.  There is a desperate need.”  
 
    
 
   “So what are you?” Eris asked again. “You obviously have some access to confidential Conestoga records, but do not have current facts.  Unless…. What is a ‘Shadow Level Clearance’?”  Eris just remembered something else she had heard.  
 
    
 
   “We must proceed to Alpha Habitat as quickly as possible.”
 
    
 
   “I am taking us back to the needle ship.  From there I am planning a continued restoration of the Conestoga’s systems, and I am going to rebuild as much of the lattice as possible.”
 
    
 
   “A noble and honorable goal. However, the others are not as stable as you are.  Please proceed to Habitat Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “I will consult with the synthetic brains, like SB Pinaka, and SB Cotard, as well as Sandie.  I need support structures, tools, and backup people. If, and I mean if, there is a need to go to Alpha, we have established an alternative method to the shuttle flights.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry’s teleportation ideas, correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  They are more than just ideas.  There is a functional teleportation system already established.”  Eris caught herself for giving something away as information.
 
    
 
   “If it involves equipment or apparatus in Alpha, it is in danger,” Shadow stated.  “You need to go to Alpha immediately.”
 
    
 
   Eris prayed for discernment.  She was worn out, tired, and stressed.  Her hunger and thirst were adequately satisfied, but she wanted consultation with the lattice.  She wanted to get back to the needle ship and continue her repair plans.  
 
    
 
   “Reanimated personnel are in great need.  There are still others awaiting revival in repositories in Alpha.  However, they are in danger,” Shadow pressed.  
 
    
 
   “You refuse to tell me what you are, and you did not know about my parents, so why should I trust anything you say about Alpha?” Eris was intrigued and knew some of what had happened to the suspended animation people from Alpha.  “What is the ‘Shadow Level Clearance’?” 
 
    
 
   “I have contacts,” Shadow replied. “Unstable contacts.  Contacts who are no longer serving a productive purpose.  For that, I need your help in purging these influences.” 
 
    
 
   Eris considered.  She adjusted the broadcasting capabilities and sent as strong a signal as possible toward the needle ship.  “Sandie?  SB Pinaka?  I need you to reply.”
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  
 
    
 
   She tried numerous times.  
 
    
 
   “I am not responsible for the communication troubles.”
 
    
 
   Eris then stated, “How do I get to Alpha from this location?”
 
    
 
   “These are the coordinates.  Hanger Bay Swanson 6101 will be acceptable for your flight,” Shadow replied.  
 
    
 
   “Let me contact the needle ship, please,” Eris stated.  
 
    
 
   “I am not responsible.  The situation in Alpha is causing that.”
 
    
 
   “And if I ignore you and just go on, what then?” Eris feared what the response would be.  “I can just boost out of the atmosphere, dock with the needle ship, and physically talk to whoever I want.”  She silently prayed for guidance.  The wound on her arm was throbbing and painful.   
 
    
 
   “If you chose that course of action, reanimated people will die, be enslaved, and those in suspended animation will be at greater risk.  The conflict is spreading.  There is no one else to help.”  Shadow responded.  “Do you want more people to die?”
 
    
 
   “No.  I do not trust you.” Eris punched in the coordinates for Alpha.  The flight would be different than the journey up to the needle ship in orbit, but she was concerned about the consequences of failing to cooperate with Shadow.  After locking the controls in place, she walked the few steps to her supplies.  Wishing she had one of the medical kits from Dome 17, she did find her conservation slate.  She opened a first-aid section on it, which she knew was limited in scope.  She set it to scan her arm, but all it detected was a ‘minor puncture wound requiring no intervention’.  It showed no evidence of a foreign body or implant.
 
    
 
   Coming back to the pilot’s chair, she sat down and was determined to not speak again until reaching Habitat Alpha.  She watched the flight controls carefully, and tried to relax as much as possible, without falling asleep.  
 
    
 
   Hours passed and the landscape of Zalia passed by beneath the engineering tug.  There were variations of colors, scenery, and vistas, but all were foreign, alien, and foreboding.  Additionally troubling and menacing was the fact that Eris could not fully comprehend Shadow and what that implant meant.  She knew all about the typical implants which were placed into the Conestoga’s crews, suspended animation passengers, and habitat dwellers.  None of those were consistent with what Shadow was doing.  
 
    
 
   “So we have arrived,” Eris stated as Alpha’s blues and grays showed up on the horizon against the Zalian taupes, greens, and yellows.  “Will you allow me to contact the needle ship now?”
 
    
 
   “I am not responsible for the inability to connect,” Shadow replied.  “I believe if you enter this sequence into a beacon, then Swanson 6101’s exterior doors will allow you entrance.  After entry, beware of room 6009, which is nearby to the hanger bay.  That is where my unstable contacts are located.” 
 
    
 
   Eris looked around and saw the weapon she carried with her.  The RSW Model 10: Officer Edition sidearm was a fine firearm, but she wondered how effective one person could be.  Then she questioned why she was thinking about conflict and fighting, but knowing that a slave rebellion and civil war was happening in Alpha answered her own question before she asked it.  She yawned and shook her head.  Sleep would have to wait.  She entered the sequence Shadow had provided into a message beacon and sent it.  
 
    
 
   “Class 4: Engineering Tug 72R, this is SB Joseph Crater, you are cleared for landing,” a mechanical voice stated through the tug’s speakers.  
 
    
 
   Eris watched as human-made lights flashed on the outside of Alpha.  Those lights made a familiar pattern around the perimeter of the external doors of the hanger bay.  The white light from the ship contrasted with the greenish yellow gases of Zalia.  The exterior doors folded open, revealing the interior.  Inside were flashing red lights, while white lights blinked in beckoning patterns along deck.  Two runabout shuttles were out of alignment and wedged tightly against a side wall.  They took up part of the landing stall marked number 10.  Five other shuttles were parked, haphazardly, in the other stalls.  Except for the runabouts, all were secured down by docking clamps.     
 
    
 
   Eris picked the stall number 1 and set the engineering tug down precisely on its landing pad.  She could feel and hear the docking clamps as they connected to lock it in place.  A large display screen lit up on the sidewall of the hanger bay.  Inscribed into the permalloy was ‘Swanson 6101’ which lit up and then began displaying messages in scrolling letters.  
 
    
 
   ‘Scrubbing air in process.  Gravity manipulation engaged.  Decontamination initiated.’
 
    
 
   “Well, I am here,” Eris said as she saw the exterior doors shutting.  “But I still have no idea why I should have come here.”
 
    
 
   “You are my agent,” Shadow stated. “I need your help.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Back on the needle ship, Sandie was growing increasingly concerned.  It had been over seven hours since contact with Alpha had been inhibited.  None of the efforts Sandie had made were successful in reestablishing full contact with the synthetic brains in Alpha. Additionally, the engineering tug with Eris had been missing now for three hours. Sandie had spoken with the simulation of Doctor Chambers again, as well as Brink, but that had not eased the torment the artificial intelligence system was feeling.
 
    
 
   “They have had sufficient time to rest,” Sandie said as a decision was made.  All three of the adventurers, for that is how she now thought of Monika as well, were contacted simultaneously.    
 
    
 
   “Monika?” Sandie chimed in through the com-link to where Monika was located. 
 
    
 
   A groggy Monika awoke.  She brushed her dark hair from her eyes, and answered.  “Sandie?  What is it?”
 
    
 
   “May I put you on a conference conversation with Jerome and Cammarry?  There is important news.  I need your direction.”
 
    
 
   Monika sat up and straightened out her clothing.  “Certainly.”  She then burped and rubbed her abdomen.  “Sorry.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Cammarry both appeared in a projection from the com-link.  Neither looked particularly pleased, and Monika could tell they were in separate locations.  Each individual could see the other two in the projections done by the com-links. 
 
    
 
   “Have the Crocks attacked?” Jerome asked.  His eyes shifted back and forth, and his face needed shaving.  Behind him, an unfamiliar and plain bunk-style room was visible.  A rumpled RAM suit was on the edge of the bed.  He was now only wearing his underwear.  Monika grinned a bit at that, but Cammarry just rolled her eyes.  
 
    
 
   “Let Sandie explain, before you jump to some conclusions,” Cammarry snapped.  
 
    
 
   Monika recognized the conflict between them was continuing.  She wondered why Sandie had included her in the meeting. As she watched, she unconsciously rubbed her abdomen.  
 
    
 
   “Eris is missing,” Sandie informed them.  A graphic display replaced the three people’s faces, and showed a flight pattern for the engineering shuttle.  “I believe she is in Alpha Habitat, but I have no reason why she went there.”
 
    
 
   “Did she encounter additional mechanical problems?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   The projection shifted back to images of all three people’s faces.  
 
    
 
   “I have had no contact with Eris,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “What do the systems in Alpha say?” Jerome asked as he yawned.  He started moving his arms in callisthenic movements. “SB Sherman, SB Bodowa, or SB Yomaris should be able to give a report at least.”
 
    
 
   “There is now a dampening field surrounding Alpha.  I have not been able to penetrate it,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “The teleporters?” Cammarry asked.  She rushed out of the bed and into the Goat Room. The com-link’s picture followed her movement. 
 
    
 
   “The teleportation sending unit from here is registering as viable, and I get a positive feedback from the synchronization.  However, I cannot ascertain any information from the receiving pad.  The connection appears to be operational, but that is not proven.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry was standing next to the teleportation sending unit.  “Carter the Kidnapper stole me away to Alpha.  We must go to rescue Eris!”  She stepped over and loaded her backpack.  
 
    
 
   “Alpha is essential to our defenses. We cannot lose Reproduction and Fabrication. We must make defenses, weapons, tools, automacubes.”  Jerome started pulling on his RAM suit.  “Sandie what steps have you taken?”
 
    
 
   The AI began explaining what countermeasures had been tried.  Monika asked several pertinent questions, but the conversation was interrupted.   
 
    
 
   “Sandie!” Cammarry stated with contempt.  She had just run diagnostics, and confirmed exactly what Sandie had reported. However, when she looked at the log and saw when the first incidents had happened.  She was outraged.  “What? This happened hours ago!  Sandie why did you wait?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  When did this happen?”  Jerome asked.  “This could be an attack by the Crocks on Alpha.  Are they sending gravity sink holes to destroy another habitat!  Are their metallic vehicles probing for weaknesses?”  Jerome was livid with anger.  His pupils constricted and his lips were drawn tight.  He roughly threw a pile of materials to the deck.  “And I am way over here!”  
 
    
 
   “I judged that all three of you needed to rest and recover, while I attempted to overcome the dampening field and fully assess the situation,” Sandie responded.  “There are factors which…”
 
    
 
   “Oh, shut up with your excuses. You just let me sleep!  All while Eris was kidnapped!”  Cammarry was rapidly adjusting the controls on the teleporter console.    
 
    
 
   “Or while the Crocks were attacking?” Jerome’s voice was loud and demanding.  He finished fitting the RAM suit on.
 
    
 
   “Jerome and Cammarry?” Monika interjected.  “We should listen to the facts and find out all that has happened.  Sandie is only looking out for us all.” 
 
    
 
   “You shut up too!” Cammarry stated as she activated the teleporter.  “Keep your local customs and barbaric simplistic notions out of this.  Sandie, I am reading the dampening field, but the connection also shows it has been achieved.”
 
    
 
   “Is it like the dampening fields in Beta?” Jerome asked.  “Sandie, I thought you could compensate for those, after all those shuttles were lost right under your so-called management.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is a variant of the same dampening field we have seen before.  However, there are significant differences, not least of which is the distances involved from here to Alpha,” Sandie replied.  “I cannot currently communicate with any system in Alpha.  The teleporter is reading as operational, but I cannot confirm that from the other end.”
 
    
 
   “Eris must be in the clutches of Carter the Kidnapper.  This must be confronted.” Cammarry activated the teleportation sending unit.  The system hummed with power, and the glowing globes appeared over the permalloy grid.  While the sending apparatus galvanized, she strapped on her belt with holstered Willie Blaster, and threw some other gear in her backpack.  “Eris deserves better than to be abandoned.  I am going to Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  Stop her!” Jerome called out.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry has locked the system into manual,” Sandie replied.  “I will attempt to override.”  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry wait until I get there so together we can evaluate what has happened!  You know we are a team,” Jerome yelled through the com-link.  
 
    
 
   “Some team.  I waited for weeks for you to help me when I needed it.  All while you dallied with a local and rode your carnal carousel.  Eris deserves better than how you treated me!” The teleportation orifice snapped into place with a resounding crack.  There was the odd smell.  Cammarry tried to remember if it was an odor which happened in sending mode to Alpha, or in receiving mode from Alpha.  Her rage-filled mind skipped over that question.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, we must go there and help her,” Monika said forcefully.  
 
    
 
   “Agreed.  Cammarry!  Wait and I will go with you!” 
 
    
 
   “I got my fill of waiting for you.  Tortured and abused while I waited.  No, I am leaving.”  She looked at the orifice, but could not see down the tunnel through the sky as she always had before.  There was just an indistinct gray swirl.  For a moment, it reminded her of the FTL travel when she and Jerome had been in the scout ship.  
 
    
 
   “At least send something through first!  Use my Buddy!” Jerome yelled.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked over at a small shelf where Jerome had placed his latest chunk of permalloy.  Next to that was the AWAD weapon which they had last used in Alpha.  She grabbed that chunk, which he called his Buddy. It was in fact one of many Buddy-named chunks he had collected, used, lost, and replaced.  She both hated it, and adored it, much as she felt toward Jerome.  She also looked at the AWAD, and then slung that across her back.    
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I cannot conjecture any degree of safety for the use of the teleporter,” Sandie stated.  “You have locked me out of the operations, so please wait.”
 
    
 
   “I told you to shut up!”  Cammarry threw the Buddy chunk into the orifice.  It winked out as it passed the gray swirls.  She grabbed her backpack, and slung that over her other shoulder.  The pack bumped against the AWAD, and the mess was awkward on her.  
 
    
 
   “Good enough for me.”  Cammarry leaped into the teleportation orifice. 
 
    
 
   “NO!” Jerome yelled.  His signal of the projection from Cammarry’s com-link had flashed off as she entered the orifice.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Is she alive?” Monika asked with a trembling lip.  “I just lost her signal.”
 
    
 
   “So did I.”  Jerome paced a bit and then asked, “Sandie?  It is just the dampening field blocking her signals, right?”
 
    
 
   There was an awkward silence.  Then Sandie answered, “I honestly do not have enough information to make a conjecture.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, meet me back in that room with the teleporters,” Monika said.  “We can run some tests and try to figure this out.”
 
    
 
   “No.  I must go after her,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “Then can we take a shuttle?” Monika asked.  “Risking the teleporter again would be foolish.  If she did get safely through that teleportation technology, then we can find out by physically going to Alpha.  No sense in you just jumping in and dying too.  Monkey see, monkey do, can lead to tragedy.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stopped and looked squarely through the com-link at Monika.  “She is my partner, my teammate, in your parlance, I guess she is my wife.”
 
    
 
   “I know that now,” Monika replied level-headedly.  “But sacrificing your own life, following her though that tunnel through space, will only mean more death.  Maybe there is damage to the sending or receiving unit on the other end.  You know that technology far better than me.  What if you need a shuttle to get her back here?  Let us do this the smart way.  Not impulsively or out of anger or fear.  Eris also may need our help, so I suggest we do this together.  You and I, Jerome, we can rescue them both.”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI stated, “Monika makes an excellent suggestion.  She is a wise person.  A shuttle offers known variables, and equipment which can counteract a dampening field as you approach.  I can take readings and follow you every step of the way.  I cannot do that if you just blindly leap into that orifice.  Besides, the teleporter will be shutting down shortly.  You cannot reach the location in time to physically follow her through the specific orifice she used.”
 
    
 
   “Monika, I agree.  I will meet you in the hanger bay.  We can take NS-99.  It is the best shuttle we have.  Sandie, make it operational as fast as you can.”
 
    
 
   “I have already done so.  While you were sleeping, I had all the shuttles prepped in case of need,” Sandie replied.  “All the shuttles we recovered are fully operational and have been certified as safe.”  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, can you contact Siva or Peter and have them go to the teleporters to switch them back to your control?” Monika asked.  “We may need them, and then you can tightly control their use.  Maybe Cammarry will just come back through before the shuttle even gets to Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent idea Monika!  I am on my way to the hanger bay,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “Me too,” Monika added.  “Meet you there.  Do not leave without me.”  
 
    
 
   “I will contact Siva and Peter while you travel to the hanger bay,” Sandie answered.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   9 what to do in a shadow?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The engineering tug was still and quiet, except for a few click and snaps as metal parts cooled or settled a bit.  Eris wondered what was next.  She looked out at the hanger bay.  It was a typical configuration.  The coloring was slightly different from some other hanger bays, but except for the poorly docked shuttles, nothing else seemed too out of place.  
 
    
 
   “You said you needed me.  I am here.  Now what?” Eris asked.  “I would still prefer to speak to the needle ship’s systems, or that AI Sandie.”
 
    
 
   “I understand your preferences,” Shadow replied.  “However, as I have stated, I am not responsible for that obstruction in communication.  I can connect you now into the Shadow Level Clearance group.  I warn you, these other contacts are not stable or reliable.  I can shield you in some ways, partially, and have refrained from initiating you into this until you were safely docked.”  
 
    
 
   “That sounds pretty terrible, frankly,” Eris answered.  She prayed for protection and help.
 
    
 
   “Initiating contacts,” Shadow said, and only Eris heard.
 
    
 
   Eris’ mind expanded, and the interior of the engineering tub faded away.  It was like being surrounded in a dense, but nontoxic smoke, or fog.  Smells assailed her nose, sensations rushed across her tongue stimulating taste buds which she had never before known she had.  Her skin felt prickly, warm, and tingly all at the same time. 
 
    
 
   “What is?” Eris mouthed.  
 
    
 
   “You are now in the shadowlands.  If the other contacts were stable, you could cooperate with them, but they are not like you, Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia.  You have now left the nonphysicality, as well as the physical realm.  This is the realm of the Shadow.  These are the shadowlands.”
 
    
 
   “Hyperconsciousness.” Eris could perceive, not quite seeing, not exactly hearing, the Conestoga’s command and control systems, as well as several other humans.  
 
    
 
   “AI Ogma?” Eris said as she recognized the artificial intelligence system which the Crocks had salvaged.  Here in the shadowlands.  In some odd manner Eris could manipulate the instrumentalities and interact with that system, even though it was many kilometers away. 
 
    
 
   “I was and am part of the shadow level clearance,” Ogma replied.  “You need to know why the people say you must leave.  The Apex Predator Species…”
 
    
 
   Strange images of bizarre V-shaped spacecraft, appeared before Eris.  The background was the planet Zalia, but these spacecraft were rising from the chartreuse colors of the atmosphere and proceeding out into space.  There were hundreds of them.  Each was heading in a different direction, and then winking out as they reached some spot in the heavens.  She shook her head, knowing the scale to be out of proportion, and skewed.  Each of the alien ships had frozen for an instant in space, then winked off.  Then the vision rushed toward the one remaining visible yellow ship.  The perspective passed through the outer walls, or hull, of the ship.  Inside it were the large floating creatures which Eris had seen on Zalia.  They were somehow operating the spacecraft.  Eris was awash in joy and happiness, as she looked around at the Floaters.  
 
    
 
   Together, they sailed through space, stopping at various worlds, seeing solar systems unlike anything Eris had heard about, or even dreamed of seeing.  Wonders abounded as the Floater ship cruised along.  They stayed for a time at each world, basking in the beauty, reveling in the uniqueness, and radiating the peace of connections.  During transit, the Floater ships moved up away from the various worlds, and then blinked from one position in space to another.  All in a seamless dance of grace and majesty.  Exploration was purpose and the end in itself, and knowledge the fountain of contentment.
 
    
 
   The vision was truncated with a brief and horrific view of some glowing purple saucer.  The purple was painful to see, and the glow had a hateful bluish edge to it.  The perspective shifted to a myriad, a thousand or more, V-shaped spacecraft, each pursued by a glowing purple menace.  Pink beams burst forth from those purple saucers, and the V-shaped yellowish green ships exploded.  Over and over the destruction happened.   
 
    
 
   “The Apex Predator Species!” A chorus of voices cried through Eris’ brain.  The singings fading out, becoming muted, as the number of V-shaped ships diminished, until only one voice remained.  It was weak, weary, and worried.    
 
    
 
    The last thing in her vision, was a sole yellowish green V-shaped ship suddenly appearing in the blackness of space.  It then rushed back to Zalia and dove into the chartreuse atmosphere.
 
    
 
   Tears ran down Eris’ face, but she did not wipe them away.  
 
    
 
   “You leave now,” echoed through her cognizance, and her memory, and her predictions.  Past, present, future were all tangled together into the one thought, “You leave now.”   
 
    
 
   “Did understanding come?” AI Ogma inquired, but then was gone as well.
 
    
 
   The misty fog thickened. 
 
    
 
   She turned around and a different phantasm of a human wandered by.  He was wearing a Conestoga’s Captain’s uniform.  ‘Lechner’ was stenciled on a pocket of his uniform.  Eris’ mind reached out and touched him.  
 
    
 
   “That thing in space, unknown.  Needle ship has made orbit, not Tlalocan. Ship’s Brain Trust under habbie insurgent attack.  Security overrun.  They are threatening to jettison habitats to make planet-fall.  Clandestine Shadow system designed and implemented to thwart insurgents.  Implants sent to various parts of the ship for the fight crew.  Sara says she built it to work in tandem off existing identification implants, habbie personnel will not, must not, be allowed to hear of it.  We must have a protected alternative to the lattice and ordinary communications.  Maybe retake the ship before all is doomed. Is there hope?”  The phantasm quivered and quaked, then flicked and fizzled.  A moment later he stabilized.  His hair was slightly longer, and he was dirty and worn. “Habbies gone.  Could not stop that.  Last ditch efforts.  Survivors need food, so we establish sustainable biologicals in the needle ship.  The plan is crazy, but growth medium, fungi and limited fauna are available.  Gigs are ready.  It might work, nothing else has.  Sorry, I failed our mission,” Captain Lechner conveyed. As his phantasm turned, she saw the same weapon she carried, but it was strapped to his hip. 
 
    
 
   “Captain, did you….?” Eris began.
 
    
 
   “Sara is dead, but her work…” The phantasm faded out and his comments were lost.  
 
    
 
   While that captain’s phantasm was diminishing, it was replaced by another which grew more into focus.  This one was wearing dark brown clothing, a floppy hat, and staggering about. Behind him were vague shadowy images of horses.   
 
    
 
   “You?” Eris questioned and turned toward the new phantasm.  It stumbled away, and the last she saw it was taking a drink from a bottle.  
 
    
 
   Another apparition came, this of a mechanical system, one of the synthetic brains.  It manifested itself on the side of Eris perceptions.  It was hazy and indistinct, but she was able to hear some message from it.  “These shadowland operatives are not as effective as the lattice of compeers.  Too many artificial intelligences have been lost.  Time here, it is not linear.  History and the present are co-mingled, and you need to know that.  I have said it to you before, am saying it now, and will say it to you yet again.”
 
    
 
   “Which SB system are you?” Eris asked, but that connection, that ghost in the shell of the Conestoga, was no longer perceivable.  
 
    
 
   Another human figure, a man, and then another man, both looking almost indistinguishable, strode out from somewhere.  They were each husky, bordering on fat, and had receding hairlines, and indistinct facial features.  Foggy puffs of smoke or mist swirled around their legs as they moved.  They walked right toward Eris, without noticing her, and then they crossed through her.  She felt the barest caress of frightful cold.
 
    
 
   “With that Project Angel Food gone, where will we get supplies here in this habbie?” one of the figures said.  “Those insane brains at least gave what we needed.” 
 
    
 
   “They got what they needed too!” the other figure laughed with macabre tones.  “What does it matter, so long as the locals think we are gods, or messiahs, or demons?  Tell them we can take away their fears, their worries, and give them hope, or let them tremble in fear.  No worries my brother!  We have our Shadows, right we are!  We are the Ferryman!  Alpha people are just as gullible as Beta’s were.  We will use them, and abuse them, and throw them away when we are done.  That is who we are!”  The other phantasm flippantly answered as they moved away.
 
    
 
   “Those in authority always want to keep their lily-white hands clean, so that is who we approach first.”
 
    
 
   Maniacal laughed came from both of them: evil, scary, insane, and deadly.
 
    
 
   Other phantasms came and went rapidly, but none paid any attention to Eris.  They moved too quickly for their thoughts to register. She did not recognize anyone else, until she felt a nudge from behind.  Eris turned to try to ask a question of this newest ghost, but then her eyes grew wide.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?”  
 
    
 
   The phantasm of Cammarry looked pale and thin.  How she had touched Eris was unclear.  Her haggard face was set with fierce determination.   She ignored Eris, or was totally unaware of Eris’ presence.  Cammarry grabbed a medical kit from out of the mists, and connected it to her arm.  With a yell, she looked down while blood ran down her arm.  A small object fell to the floor.  
 
    
 
   “That fiend is out of me at last!  Now you die!” The visage of Cammarry shrieked.  
 
    
 
   Eris peered down at it. Eris’ vision changed, altered, increased, as the small object grew in magnification until it was nearly the size of a shoe.  That capsule was red, black, purple, and blue with tiny gripper pegs on both ends.  A shimmery wire was tightly coiled around the capsule’s middle.  Intricate circuits, relays, proton spanners, capacitors, resistors, quarkite inhibitors, and power streams became visible.  The skill of manufacture, and the attention to detail impressed Eris’ engineering senses.  Her mind was charting the operations, the functioning when suddenly….  
 
    
 
   Flames came from everywhere!  Red and bright those tongues of fire licked around Eris and consumed the strange capsule.  The conflagration was nearly blinding.  Eris covered her eyes, but surprisingly felt no heat.
 
    
 
   “The end of number 414,” Shadow stated with sorrow.  “There are other contacts, but only you, are responsive to me.” 
 
    
 
   Eris reeled back, but the flames had no heat, no burning, no destruction for her.  There were not even any after-images from the brilliance of the fire.  
 
    
 
   The world shook. 
 
    
 
   The shadowlands were gone.  
 
    
 
   Eris was sitting on the deck, inside the engineering tug.  Sweat covered her body and soaked her uniform.  She laid back and stared upward at the ceiling.  Her breathing was rapid and shallow, but she prayed and comforted herself.  
 
    
 
   After some time, in which Eris counted the rivets in the ceiling’s steel inner liner, she looked back toward the cockpit and its nose of clear permalloy.  The hanger bay outside was unchanged.  
 
    
 
   “Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia, the Conestoga must leave as soon as possible,” Shadow said.  “To do that, the conflict here in Alpha must cease.”   
 
    
 
   “I am Captain Eris.” She got up and walked to the tug’s hatch.  Activating the hatch, she stepped down into the hanger bay, then walked briskly across and through a pressure door and entered the observation deck.  
 
    
 
   “This conflict must stop.  I must save the Conestoga,” Eris said with determination.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   10 some get to alpha
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped off the teleportation receiving pad, stumbling bit with the AWAD and backpack over her shoulders.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Can you hear me?” 
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “Again in Alpha, and again cut off from Sandie,” Cammarry ground her teeth, but looked around.  She was in the small and cramped apartment where it had been installed.  The only light was from the still glowing orifice and sizzling power grid of the pad.  A foul stench struck her as she took some deep breaths.  Looking back, she could not see through to the other side of the orifice. From this side it looked like a tan smudge hanging between the bright white lines of the orifice’s perimeter.   The color tan evoked horrible feelings in her about the dead world outside of Dome 17.  She wondered if the needle ship had somehow succumbed to some disaster.  She shook her head, and covered her nose and mouth.  The odor was getting more pungent.
 
    
 
   “Tan means death,” Cammarry muttered.     
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I am pleased you are here,” SB Sherman stated from some hidden speakers.  “I have securely locked this door, and I doubt the intruders know what is in here.”
 
    
 
   The teleportation orifice folded in on itself, and closed.  She had not seen it do anything precisely like that before.  Several loud popping sounds followed as the whole teleporter shut down.  Fumbling with her supplies, she dropped the backpack, and set the AWAD aside.  She pulled out her fusion pack and turned on the light.  
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman?  What is happening here?”
 
    
 
   “Patrolmen from Wolf City have broken into the Reproduction and Fabrication facility.  They crawled through ventilation ducts, and circumvented my abilities to lock them out.  This happened at about the same time as we lost contact with Sandie.  I do not believe it was a coincidence.  One of their technicians has opened the log reports manually and discovered the list of those items which have been manufactured.  They are looking for where those items were sent.  I have provided a false trail along one of the gravity conduits into a wilderness area of the sand-hills. using disingenuous entries on the opening and closing of those conduits.  I believe the technician is fooled, but I am not sure for how long.”
 
    
 
   “What about the other synthetic brain…” for a moment Cammarry lost track of names. “Bodowa who runs that place?”
 
    
 
   “SB Bodowa was sequestered away, by the technician, after the logs were opened,” SB Sherman replied.  “I shut down the connections between SB Bodowa, SB Yomaris, and me right after that happened.  I do not know what the current status is.  I am limited to accessing things and personnel at egress points; doors, hatches, conduits, lifts, and dilators.”
 
    
 
   “Well, we will find out the story now,” Cammarry stated.  “I need to get to the hanger bay immediately.”  She drew out her Willie Blaster and stood next to the door.  She then remembered the AWAD and its effects on automacubes.  “Less destructive, more effective.  I hope Siva was right.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry reshuffled her equipment, holstering the Willie Blaster.  Thinking back to the explosions in Terraforming, she was not eager to use it in confined spaces.  She strapped her backpack on securely, and then made sure she could have both hands free to operate the AWAD.  It was olive-drab color with a tubular barrel.  That made it somewhat long and unwieldy in the tight quarters, but she needed every advantage.  She pulled the thick, insulating butt stock into her shoulder.  She fingered the sliding lever, just in front of the trigger assembly, and saw by the readouts that the weapon was ready.  She glanced down and understood her Willie Blaster could be accessed only by slinging the AWAD onto her back, or dropping it, which she was unwilling to do.  
 
    
 
   “So which way to the hanger bay?”
 
    
 
   “Which hanger bay?” SB Sherman asked.    
 
    
 
   “Swanson something.”
 
    
 
   “All the hanger bays in Habitat Alpha are designated as Swanson, followed by deck and location numbers,” SB Sherman replied.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry wracked her brain trying to recall which hanger bay Carter the Kidnapper had taken her to, but then just asked.  “Do you recall which one I first came to?”
 
    
 
   “I first encountered you at the egress door for Bridge 1,” SB Sherman answered.  “I granted you a special dispensation to enter.”
 
    
 
   “What hanger bay is closest to that position?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Swanson 6101 is closest to that location,” SB Sherman replied.  “I must warn you.  There has been tampering happening, not only in Reproduction and Fabrication, but also in doors near to that hanger bay, and in other locations scattered around the exterior compartment of Alpha  The shell has been compromised.  I have attributed these acts to the technicians who also took over Reproduction and Fabrication, however, the styles and methods of tampering have varied.  Incidentally, Swanson 6101 is two levels up from the ecosphere level.  Currently we are at the peak level.  Just outside here is Reproduction and Fabrication, which I explained to you earlier has been seized my patrolmen from Wolf City.  They did that even though engineering automacubes had rebuilt the perimeter doors.”
 
    
 
   “So, there is no way to avoid going through Reproduction and Fabrication?”
 
    
 
   “Not for a human being from here, no.”
 
    
 
   Again checking the AWAD, Cammarry said, “Then just slightly open this door.  Let me take a look.”
 
    
 
   The door slid apart a tiny amount.  Cammarry peered out.  
 
    
 
   Reproduction and Fabrication was dimly lit by some pole mounted flood lamps.  Cammarry was somewhat surprised by the rebuilt doors which now existed where she last recalled doors which had been destroyed by explosions.  The large apparatus at the center of the room was in shadows of gray.  A multitude of conveyor belts and rollers in the complex, multileveled apparatus were sitting idle. There were various chutes connecting from the walls and ceiling with openings onto assorted places on the conveyor belts.  Inside those chutes was just darkness, or the chute ends were closed.  The entire machine had the feel of being shut down, inert, dysfunctional.    
 
    
 
   Even at the center of the apparatus, which was somewhat more visible as the light beams shined down on it, nothing was happening.  There were a series of arches over of the conveyors, but where Cammarry remembered lights generating a spectrum of different hues, now it was darkness, except for the portable lights, which did reflect off very polished and mirrored surfaces at the end of the main conveyors.  All the parabolic dishes, and nozzles pointing at the conveyor were still.  Nothing was being reproduced, or fabricated.  In fact, the whole system just looked passively inactive. 
 
    
 
   Several green-uniformed patrolmen were standing about.  A person in a set of coveralls was sitting at the control counter in front of the large conveyor belts, working at some instruments.  Wires led from the control board to the portable lights, but the limited number of gadgets that were illuminated on the controls reinforced the impression of dysfunction.   
 
    
 
   Two red automacubes were slowly rolling, on the prowl, around the room.
 
    
 
   Cammarry assessed the situation and knew she could not leave the apartment without being quickly observed.  
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman, open this door enough for me to pass.”
 
    
 
   The door slid open with a screech.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry dropped to one knee and took careful aim.  
 
    
 
   Waap!  
 
    
 
   Cammarry fired the AWAD, and cocked its lever.  The nearest automacube shuddered and its manipulation arm drooped.  
 
    
 
   Blam! Zing!
 
    
 
   A projectile from the other security automacube ricocheted off the door frame next to Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   Waap! 
 
    
 
   The second red automacube was struck before it could fire again.  It slowed its rolling as it turned in a lazy, uncontrolled arc away from Cammarry.  Sparks flew up from beyond it, out of a section of the fabricator’s conveyor system.  The patrolmen, one with a brown stick of lek hanging from his lips, turned in a sluggish manner toward Cammarry.  The female patrolman tried to draw out a weapon from a holster, but it got struck on the restraining strap.  She swore and fumbled around trying to unhook the strap.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry jumped up, slung the AWAD over her shoulder, and rushed outward.  
 
    
 
   Bang! Bang!  The male patrolman was wildly firing his sidearm.  He chomped down on the lek stick and swallowed quickly. Through spittle and fragments of his drug, he screamed, “Cubies!  Get them!”
 
    
 
   Both red automacubes were inert and unresponsive.
 
    
 
   Sprinting quickly, Cammarry reached where the patrolmen were standing.  They were sluggish in their reactions, and just as the female finally got her weapon drawn, Cammarry was next to her.  Cammarry kicked her legs out from under her knocking her hard to the deck.  Her head struck with a sick squishing sound.  The pistol went flying and landed with a clang some distance away.  
 
    
 
   Bang! Bang!
 
    
 
   Two more wild shots missed Cammarry.
 
    
 
   Cammarry vaulted over and swung a fist which struck the shoulder of the patrolman.  His gun went off again, this time into the deck.  She grabbed his gun arm and pulled him into her uplifted knee.  His abdomen absorbed the impact and he spit out a great quantity of air.  Cammarry frowned as the foul breath and smell of lek washed over her, but she locked her arm around his gun arm.  He continued to fire, but the pistol was now pointed past her.
 
    
 
   Bang!  Bang!
 
    
 
   Cammarry butted him hard with the top of her head, striking his nose and mouth.  He reeled back from the blow, blood flowing from his mouth.  Cammarry held on, his arm clenched in place, her body moving with him.  
 
    
 
   Bang!  Bang!
 
    
 
   Wild shots went off as the entangled two twirled around, the gun behind Cammarry’s back, the patrolman trying to extract himself, and keep his balance.  One bullet struck the technician who was trying to get up from the workspace at the control counter. He let out an agonized groan and limped toward the exit doors.  
 
    
 
   She held onto the patrolman’s arm, locked under her own, as she pushed into him again.  She stomped down, raking his shin and crushing onto his boot.  He was taller and heavier, but moved slower and with imprecise steps.  She slammed him again with her free fist.  He stumbled backward, and as he moved toward Cammarry to gain his balance, she then just threw herself back that same way, heaving with all her might.  She landed on her backpack, head tucked forward, the AWAD and backpack clanking into the deck.  The patrolman’s wrist snapped beneath the AWAD’s bulk with a bone crunching sound.  He screamed right into Cammarry’s face.  
 
    
 
   With her free hand she punched him in the ear as violently as she could.  He tried to block it with his free hand, but missed.  She then jabbed her thumb into his eye.  He screamed again, and with great force pulled himself off of Cammarry.  His broken wrist slipped out from beneath her, the gun he had held missing.  He stumbled several steps to the side, and fell to one knee.  He was yelling obscenities which would have made Bigelow blush, as he rubbed his bleeding eye with his uninjured hand.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry had pulled the Willie Blaster out as he lifted off of her.  The high velocity projectile shot through his body, its kinetic energy knocking him over and against the large conveyors.  A tank of some kind of fluids ruptured as the projectile penetrated the steel after piercing the patrolman.  The amber colored fluids sprayed out in a line splashing all over the control counter.
 
    
 
   “Not again!” Cammarry uttered as she again thought about Terraforming.  
 
    
 
   Looking down, she saw that the patrolman was dead in a heap at her feet.  She looked at the other patrolman, the female, and she had not moved since Cammarry had knocked her to the floor.  The technician was pounding on the nine-section color control pad next to the exit doors.  The doors and controls looked newly repaired, but the door was not responding to his entries.  
 
    
 
   “I have refused to open the egress point for you,” SB Sherman stated.  “I am allied with the freed slaves, and not with the corrupt Parsons and slave masters who are abusing the people.”
 
    
 
   “Let me out!  She is crazy!” the technician yelled.  He slammed his palm into the controls.  “In the blessed name of the Goddess Araceli, and all that is religious, let me out, now! Parson Frederich will hear of your disloyalty.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry picked up the gun the man she had wrestled with had used, and tossed it away.  She set the AWAD to the side, dropped her backpack on the deck, and pulled out her medical kit, all while keeping the Willie Blaster aimed at the technician.    
 
    
 
   “You have been shot,” Cammarry stated.  “By that patrolman, but I will use this to heal you, if you cooperate with me.”
 
    
 
   “You are one of those infidels, those abolitionists!  I have no idea what that torture machine is!” The technician’s eyes were glued to the medical kit.  He swore and cursed. “You killed McAlister and Estefanna!”  He was holding his flank where the bullet had grazed him.  His clothing was somewhat bloody, but not soaking through.
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked over, to the female patrolman.  She knelt down and looked her over.  The injured patrolman was breathing, but unconscious.  “This woman is not dead.  I will use this to heal her.  That man, I am not sure which name goes with him, yes, he is dead.”   
 
    
 
   “You are barbaric!  Let me go!” The technician turned and again pressed a series of colors on the control pad, but the door sounded a negative function.  “I have the identification.  You must obey me!”
 
    
 
   “No,” SB Sherman replied.   
 
    
 
   Cammarry connected the wires from the medical kit to the unconscious woman and pressed the diagnose button.  It read out, ‘Unknown female patient.  Primary condition: recent moderate trauma with occipital condylar fractures.  Subdural hematoma causing increased intracranial pressure.  Prognosis guarded if no treatment applied.  Secondary condition: derivatives of Banisteriopsis Caapi, and Psychotria Viridis found in all bodily tissues from long term abuse.  Psychological and physical dependence very likely.  Treatment to counteract those elements added to the care plan. Inject into any muscle, and apply gel under nasal passages.  Full recovery expected after application.’ 
 
    
 
   A syringe slid out as well as a small packet of blue gel.  Cammarry looked at the technician, and then set her Willie Blaster carefully down.  She used the syringe and then spread the gel across the woman’s upper lip.  The woman began to breath deeper, but as she did, Cammarry tied her boot’s laces together, and took the woman’s belt off her and bound her hands with it.  It was not a secure restraint, but would inhibit the woman from attacking when she awoke.  
 
    
 
   “You see, I have healed this one,” Cammarry said and picked up the Willie Blaster.  
 
    
 
   “Let me go!”  The technician again pounded on the control pad.
 
    
 
   “I could just kill you to shut you up,” Cammarry said with irritation.  
 
    
 
   A sizzling came from back at the conveyors and fabrication apparatus.  The liquids which had been pouring out of the tank were now depleted, but the fluids had caused more damage.  Some smoke puffed up from parts of the large machine.  
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman, can you reconnect SB Bodowa to do some repairs here?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately no, I cannot do that,” SB Sherman said.  
 
    
 
   “Well, then, it seems we are at an impasse.  I only need one person to answer my questions, and tell me the story of what is happening,” Cammarry said and nodded to the woman on the floor who was now opening her eyes.  “She will do, and I guess you are expendable.”
 
    
 
   The technician fell to his knees.  “Oh Goddess Araceli!  Please deliver me from the hands of this heathen.  Do not let her kill me, and may your punishment upon her be swift and without mercy of any kind.  Let her know the terrible wrath of your revenge.  Oh great Goddess Araceli, forasmuch as she has to pay, let it all be laid on her account.  You commanded us to have slaves, to be sold, and to be used, and this heathen is part of those who corrupt your ways and will for us.  Save me from the abolitionists.” 
 
    
 
   “Oh shut up!” Cammarry snapped.  “Or I swear I will shoot you right now!”  She walked briskly over to the technician.
 
    
 
   He looked at her with trembling fear, but said nothing.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry placed the Willie Blaster to the technician’s head and said, “Do not move.”
 
    
 
   In trembling fear he complied. 
 
    
 
   She connected the medical kit’s wires to his side.  The diagnostic read out, ‘Unknown male patient.  Minor flesh wound, non-life threatening.  Minor evidence of derivatives of Banisteriopsis Caapi, and Psychotria Viridis.  Treatment of one trauma gel capsule.’ The blue capsule emerged from the side of the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   “Now eat this,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “You seek to poison me?  A slow and agonizing death?  You are a barbarian, a vicious and awful heathen.  Oh Goddess Araceli, please…” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry jabbed the muzzle of the Willie Blaster into his stomach.  She then rammed the capsule into the man’s mouth as he yowled out.  She held his mouth shut until he swallowed it.  “It is not poison.  It is medication, you ignorant fool.”
 
    
 
   The technician swallowed.  
 
    
 
   “Now what do you know about SB Bodowa?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I will never help you, not even if you offer me the antidote to your poison.  Never will I help an infidel or heathen.  Goddess Araceli knows my heart and devotion.  You may be able to corrupt machines, but you cannot corrupt my pious heart.”
 
    
 
   “I did not poison you, you dolt.  I gave you medication.  Look at your injury.”
 
    
 
   The technician did look down at his side, and lifted up his torn shirt.  “Goddess Araceli be praised!  She has heard my cries and protected me from your poisons.  The Goddess proves herself yet again.”
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman, I need a jail.  Can you lead this fine religious zealot to some lavatory where there is water and a safe environment?  Or better yet, lead him on some holy quest which takes him a long time to get back to the biological habitat?  Just make sure he does not interfere with my plans.”
 
    
 
   “That can be arranged,” SB Sherman answered.  “However, I can only operate doors, and other egress points. I cannot now interfere with the habitat’s intercom system.”    
 
    
 
   The exit door opened.  Beautiful yellow light flooded in from the foyer beyond.  The side walls of the foyer were transparent permalloy, which allowed a vast overview of the biome below.  Cammarry recognized it as the light from the habitat’s sky tube.  That daylight dispelled the shadowy darkness of Reproduction and Fabrication.    
 
    
 
   “Skedaddle!”  Cammarry said and waved the Willie Blaster at him.  “Keep quiet about what you have seen.  Go on your pilgrimage, take your time, and wander about.  I am releasing you from this conflict.  You can be spared what is happening.  Go!  Just hold your tongue, waste some time, and spend some day away.  Later, you will have superb story to relate.” 
 
    
 
   The technician jumped up and strutted off with an air superiority.  “Goddess Araceli has delivered me, and there was nothing you could do to prevent it.  I am elect, destined, and divinely favored.”  As he passed the doorway, he taunted, “The Parson will reward me, and all heathens are helpless against us.  I will immediately find an intercom and send a message.  The Parsons will hear of this as soon as I can.  I will not be silenced.  Hold my tongue, the heathen says.  Never!  No one can stop the spread of the Goddess Araceli’s messengers.  This ungodly slave revolt will be crushed.  You and your ilk are like insects who need to be stomped out.  You do not know your place, and are working against the divine will. Some vessels are made for mastership, and some vessels are just pots to be used and abused.  I know who I am. Goddess Araceli be praised!  We will triumph.”  He turned his back with a dismissive shrug.
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked down at the bound patrolman, Estefanna.  She was watching what was happening.  “Did you see all this?” Cammarry asked her.  
 
    
 
   She nodded.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent.”  Cammarry turned back and raised the Willie Blaster.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  
 
    
 
   The technician was struck in the back and his chest exploded outward from the exit wound.  Blood splattered all over the foyer outside of Reproduction and Fabrication.  He was dead before he hit the decks.  The body was shaken by three quick spasms, then lay still.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry swallowed hard, and blinked her eyes repeatedly.  She tried to block out the images of what she had just done.  Then she turned back to the bound patrolman on the floor.  She walked over and squatted down.  Cammarry studied the Willie Blaster in her hand.  “There was an elderly lady in Beta who abused children, now dead.  That technician supported slavery, now dead.  Your partner fired at me, now dead.  Do you want to be cooperative with me?”
 
    
 
   “Sure, whatever you say.”  The patrolman had unsophisticated, broken speech, and a heavy accent.  As she spoke, Cammarry could see the brown stains from lek on her teeth, and there were several old gaps in her mouth from missing teeth.  “Yup, I will co-op with you.”   
 
    
 
   “Tell me your story,” Cammarry ordered.
 
    
 
   “Well, see.  I am Estefanna from Wolf City. My boss, she is Patrol Chief Bernice who serves under Parson Frederich. They are the big shots. Well, Bernice, she got herself promoted after that big-old revolt, what with so many patrolmen getting themselves blowed up and all.”  She tugged at her bonds a bit, but no more than adjusting them for less constriction, not in an effort to escape.  “I was on guard here, mostly the reds do the real guarding.  I saw you coming, and you took me down. Oh, my head knows I was injured.  Conked me to sleep, you did.  Was it you who healed me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Now what can you tell me about SB Bodowa?”
 
    
 
   “Machine brains?  Not much, nope. I am just a patrolman.”  Fear shot through Estefanna’s eyes. “But wait, I do know, some stuff.  I knows that the techies worked here and across on the other end of the sky tube, well, um, at that, you know, um, big com-center.  I am not sure what all kinds of things they did.  We sent their reports back to Parson Frederich.  Techies talk to each other over the intercoms.  The Parson or Chief gives us orders through the reds, that they do. Well, um, you know, um, I heard them say something about them brains being cut off from one another.  Like putting a fence between crops, or like keeping them slaves in separate pens.”  Panic flushed her face as she realized she had mentioned the slaves.  “Not that I, um, not, um, well, myself never ever supported that slavery.  Nope, not me.  Not I, um.  I am just a patrolman, sent up here to guard stuff, the machines.”  A strange look crossed her face as she grew aware of her inner feelings.  In her oddly broken speech she continued. “I am scared, yes I am.  When scared I chew lek.  Say, um, but, well, um, I do not really want none. Not now.  It calmed me, but now, it do not even, um, sound any good at all.  Sort of makes my tummy queasy-like, um.  Sort of like eating too much fried foods, or drinking stale pond water.”
 
    
 
   “I see,” Cammarry replied.  “Your head injury was healed, but so was your addition to that junk.”  She had no urge to hurt the patrolman, or kill again.  Cammarry was trying to hold back her own revulsion at what she had done in killing the other two. Yet, she knew she needed more information.  “So there are more security automacubes, technicians and patrolmen at that communication center?”
 
    
 
   “There sure be! At that there com-center, yup!” Estefanna said in her drawled accent.  “Lots of them.  Maybe four patrolmen and a couple few techies.  Some, um, well, reds for protection.  You did a number on the reds, like I never did see.  They dropped like shooting pheasants.  Just walloped them reds to death, you did.  Anyways, um, the Parson, well he thinks, yes he does, they can get better controls of the blues again, um, but I am not sure how.”
 
    
 
   Tapping her lip with her finger, Cammarry said, “What to do with you?”  
 
    
 
   “Well, um, that trip you offered the techie?  Just go wander about, not say nothing to no one.  That sounded like paradise to me.  I could just walk away, I promise you, um, I would not talk about no goddesses, or slaves, and I would not talk to no one in the habbie, um, not for however long you tell me.  I want nothing to do with this fight.  Not me, nope.  Not I.  Could I just do that walk away thing?  Um, please?”  Estefanna was insistent, and her eyes expressed hope as well as some trepidation.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry nodded and untied the patrolman’s boots, and then removed them from her feet.  The lack of hygiene was apparent from the smells which wafted up.  “The boots will stay here; you are less likely to do much walking in that biome without footwear.”
 
    
 
   “You gotsa good idea there, sister,” Estefanna said.  Then her face flushed again.  “Sorry, if calling you sister was wrong.  Um, I mean no offense, or none, um, well, no disrespect.  I apologize.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry unwrapped the belt from the patrolman’s hands.  “No weapons, and you promise to stay at least a week away from every intercom?  I will know what you say the moment you say it.  I am monitoring all the intercoms,” Cammarry lied.  “And you saw what I did to that technician, right?”
 
    
 
   Estefanna looked at the dead body in the foyer.  She then looked at the dead patrolman by the large fabrication machinery.  “Yup.  I understand.  Can I get up?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, and go on your way.  No talking, and keep away from all the intercoms, or I will find you,” Cammarry aimed the Willie Blaster right at Estefanna.  
 
    
 
   “I understand.  I sure do, yes, I understand.”  The barefoot patrolman walked backward toward the exit door.  Her hands were held up.  “I will not talk no nobody, not for seven whole days.”
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman, make sure you keep Estefanna away from entering the biome, but lead her to places where she can get sufficient water, and food supplies.”  Cammarry was sweating as she worried about trusting the patrolman.  She knew how much easier it would be to just pull the trigger and end the potential threat, but she also felt compassion and a need for mercy.  “I know the ESRC’s have rations in them, sometimes.”
 
    
 
   “I will do that,” SB Sherman stated.  “Patrolman, please take the elevator which is now opening.  They have been recently repaired.”
 
    
 
   The patrolman kept walking, but she glanced over her shoulder to see where the elevator was.  The doors stood open in the far wall, with a bright blue hand-shape right next to it.  After taking a wide path around the dead body, she then sprinted into the elevator and punched the buttons.  
 
    
 
   “Do not forget, I am watching and listening!” Cammarry yelled as the elevator doors closed.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped back to the control counter in front of the still smoking fabrication apparatus.  She tried several of the levers and dials, but could only get a basic overview on the small display.  None of the controls she tried were responding.  Then she found a button which activated a subroutine.  There, a ‘fire suppressant’ section opened, and she started that.  A hissing noise came from the apparatus, and the smoke stopped coming out.  
 
    
 
   “Well, this machinery has suffered some damage,” Cammarry stated.  “SB Bodowa, are you available?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry plugged in her fusion pack, and the lights in the complex came on.  The better illumination allowed her to see some of the damages which had been inflicted by the technician, as well as what she figured were damages done by the AWAD, and the projectiles which had struck the equipment.  
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman, can you get some blue automacubes in here to make repairs?  You were able to get those doors rebuilt.”
 
    
 
   “When I was interconnected and linked to SB Yomaris, and SB Bodowa, we were able to achieve some of those maintenance and refurbishments.  I will attempt to also direct some of the engineering automacubes here, but as I said, I am now limited to contacting them at egress points.  Nevertheless, I will try.”
 
    
 
   Unjacking the fusion pack, Cammarry then carefully loaded up all her gear.  This time she got the backpack in a position where she could easily carry it, with the AWAD across her back.  She had quick access to the Willie Blaster, and felt more confident.  
 
    
 
   “Now, I will go find Eris at that hanger bay.  You said it was two levels up from the biome?  Will you please direct me there?”
 
    
 
   SB Sherman replied.  “Certainly.  The elevator will descend to the appropriate level, and I will put visual signals on the doors you need to take to get to Swanson 6101.”
 
    
 
   As Cammarry walked out of the Reproduction and Fabrication facility, the newly rebuilt doors shut with a soft but stern swoosh.  The pressure door which led to the stairway also looked like it had had repairs done to it.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked over to the clear permalloy wall and looked down at the biological habitat.  The town of Wolf city was below her, and the Loop river was visible in the distance as it meandered next to the great side wall of the habitat.  She knew that on the other side, the river also flowed there as well.  It flowed all around the entire habitat, even the jungle area which was at the far other end of the vast cylinder.
 
    
 
   “Such a beautiful place,” she stated.  “But such ugly people, and such conflict.  No one should be slaves, and it should have worked freeing them.  Now, I suppose more death must take place.  Jerome would have some old quote about the horrors of war or something.  That seems to be humanity’s story.” 
 
    
 
   The elevator doors slid open with a very faint sound.  The blue hand-shaped symbol was lit up next to that elevator.  It was not the same one as the patrolman had used when she left.  
 
    
 
   On the permalloy wall nearby there was an inscription over a bulkhead door.  ‘Solar Mimicry and Habitat Alpha Reactor’.  Next to that was an arrow which pointed back the way she had come with a sign saying, ‘Primary Reproduction and Fabrication.’
 
    
 
   “Now, I find Eris.”  Cammarry entered the elevator.  
 
    
 
   ***  
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, Jerome and Monika met in the hanger bay on the needle ship.  It was a tense encounter. 
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I brought everything I could think of that we might need,” Monika said as she loaded the last of the spacesuits into the rear cargo compartment.  “I also have tools, gear, and I even brought a weapon for my own use.”  She patted a revolver which was strapped to her thigh.  “The roustabouts had a few secreted away, and from what you said, the freed slaves have been in conflict with their former masters.  That sounds ugly.  This revolver will not do much against a security automacube, but it will stop a human, or wild beast.  You did say Wolf City was one of Alpha’s towns, right?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  The other is called Aston, and that is in the jungle end of the biome.  Both towns are controlled by the slave masters.  I am armed as well.  I wish Siva and Peter had made more of the AWAD systems,” Jerome replied.  He then looked at Monika for a long moment.  “You do not have to come.  I mean with you being pregnant and all, I am not sure…”
 
    
 
   “I am sure.  Eris is my friend too, and Cammarry. She needs my help as well.”
 
    
 
   They got into NS-99 and sealed down the hatch.  “Sandie, we are ready to depart.”
 
    
 
   “I am cycling the hanger bay now.  I inspected NS-99 completely and it is refueled.”
 
    
 
   Jerome hit the thrusters and directed the shuttle out of the hanger bay as quickly as was practical.  
 
    
 
   Strapped into the one of the pilot seats, Monika looked at the father of her children.  She thought deeply about what lay ahead, not only the flight to Alpha, and her seeing a strange habitat, but also what would be in the future.  ‘What kind of future do my babies have?’ she asked herself.  Then she looked away from Jerome as he caught her staring.  
 
    
 
   “Is something wrong?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  I was just considering what Alpha might be like.  It is odd that you have seen more of the Conestoga than I have, and yet I was born on board, while you were born, well not exactly born, from what you tell me, but anyway you came from Earth.  Ironic in a way,” Monika replied.  “One of life’s strange twists.”  
 
    
 
   “It is a terrible irony, in every way, that the solution to humanity's crises always seem to result in bloody conflict and death,” Jerome said sadly.  “Prevention is far easier than reversing  bad that has happened.”
 
    
 
   Monika rubbed her abdomen, but refrained from comment.  A single tear ran down her cheek which she wiped away as she turned from Jerome.  He did not even notice how his words had smacked her.  She would not change the fact of her pregnancy, even if she could, however, it was hard to hear Jerome imply that it was bad.  ‘He does not understand at all,’ she reminded herself.   
 
    
 
   “We should be able to come back via the teleporter, or get more thruster fuel in Alpha, so I am pushing this as fast as we can go.  Inertia inhibitors are in place, but this ride will get rough,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  How long until we get to Alpha?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “Estimated time of arrival is six-hours, eighteen-minutes,” Sandie replied.  “I conjecture a real chance of losing contact with you, but cannot give a precise time or percentage chance of that.  The dampening field is different than what we have encounter previously, but based on the same general theory.  I believe the communication systems in NS-99 will continue to allow me to interact with you, but I cannot guarantee that.  It is my goal to use NS-99’s transceivers and multichannel scanners as a relay point once you have penetrated the dampening field.  From there, I conjecture a chance of contacting Cammarry, and possibly Eris.”
 
    
 
   “Six hours,” Monika said.
 
    
 
   The shuttle flew on, heading down into the atmosphere of Zalia.
 
    
 
   ***   
 
    
 
    In Hanger Bay Swanson 6101 Eris was preparing to depart.  She had gathered what supplies she could from the engineering tug, and from the storage lockers around the observation deck.  The spacesuit she left in a locker on the side of the hanger, as she was unsure if or when it would be needed, nor if it was even functional anymore.
 
    
 
   “How far away is that room 6009?” Eris asked.  “If that is where some of the contacts are located, I may as well start with them.”
 
    
 
   “The contacts resist me, so I am unable to give a precise location of them at all times,” Shadow answered.  “I can only perceive from their vantage point when they cooperate with me, which they are not doing at this time.”    
 
    
 
   As Eris approached the doorway to leave the observation deck, the door failed to open as she approached.  That was a bit of a surprise, until she opened the nine-section color control pad and saw the links, couplings, and circuits for the connections to the synthetic brains had been severed away. The whole block of rooms was disconnected from the ship’s oversight and would not appear in the non-physicality.  
 
    
 
   ‘Tinkering for sabotage?  Indeed. Someone knew what to do to block-out the doors of this area, while leaving the ceiling illumination in place,’ Eris said to herself.  ‘An ominous finding.’
 
    
 
   Eris knew someone with skill had used a vibration saw to do that altering, and it was recent damage.  Additionally, the intercom system was obliterated as well. She pulled out a multi-tool, made a few quick adjustments, and added a splice, which re-energized that specific door.  She then closed the control pad. ‘If I took more time, I could reconnect the whole area, with a bypass which would jump the damage and empower the whole section.’  She chewed on her bottom lip while considering it.  She prayed silently for guidance, and decided not to make those extensive repairs at the moment.  ‘That would give away my presence.’ 
 
    
 
   “Yes, it would reveal you were here,” Shadow affirmed.  “Surprise can be your friend.”
 
    
 
   Eris pondered the Shadow’s response, since she had not spoken aloud, or had she?  Honestly, she could not remember.  Finishing the basic repairs, she entered an override code.  That activated the power and the door slid open under her instruction.  The corridor stretched out ahead of her, lit from above.  The deck plans were just as she expected, knowing how the Conestoga’s habitats were designed and built, but the specific numbering and labeling of each room in each habitat was slightly different. So while Eris knew the deck levels, and approximate room placements, the habitats were different enough from the needle ship that her general knowledge was helpful but not exact.  She looked at the wall, and saw a sign.  Following that she walked along seeking the location of room 6009.  
 
    
 
   Quietly and with great stealth, she walked toward a corner, Eris knew from the labels on the rooms, that she was close.  Laboratories, classrooms, and a lecture hall were along one side, and various supply rooms were on the other.  From the dust on the doors, none seemed to have been opened recently.  She knew each was not powered, as none of the nine-section color pads was illuminated.  She could open them manually, but instead of searching each one, she sought out the place Shadow had suggested.  Peeking around the corner, she saw the way was clear, and the doors to 6009 were closed.   
 
    
 
   Approaching the double set of doors, she noted 6009 was a major room set into a corner of the corridors.  Her mind went through the possibilities for what was located at such a junction.  ‘Athletic complex’ was her first thought, and she wished the labeling on the exterior doors was better.   They were painted a green and yellow color which seemed odd as the planet was mostly those colors as well. 
 
    
 
   “Draw your weapon.  These people are unstable and need to be stopped,” Shadow stated, but only Eris heard.  
 
    
 
   Eris was hesitant to just burst into a room without knowing what was inside.  Her mind was still reeling somewhat from the apparitions she had seen in the shadowland.  Then she remembered that doors were not the only way to gain entry to a location.  The needle ship air ducts had been used to spray growth medium and distribute water.  Who knew what had been done inside the walls of Alpha’s shell?  She looked down the hall and saw a grille for ductwork.  It was clean and undamaged, unlike nearly every duct opening she had seen on the needle ship.  She sidled over to it and easily opened it.  Her mind plotted the path which the ducts would take, if they were in the typical atmospheric recirculation configuration.  She knelt down, and her golden eyes peered inside.  She slipped in.  The duct was as clean inside as the grille had been outside.  Fresh air was blowing through it and that felt great. She shut the grille and latched it.  Then squirming around, she pulled herself through the ducts until she came near the junction where she could hear voices.  
 
    
 
   “….ess so far, has it?  I did hear you.  I guarantee this will get rid of your problems.  A carrot often works better than a stick with people.  Oh, I know that is so true.  Like catching varmints, you need good bait.  We have a shuttle fleet and will use that to take the troublemakers away.  The Elysian Fields are beautiful and everyone is accepted there.  They can have their freedom, and a new start in life.  You just need to let me speak to them, and I promise I will lead them all away.”  A male voice was speaking. 
 
    
 
   Eris crawled down the duct from where the voice was originating.  
 
    
 
   “Strangers were here and started all this,” a different man’s voice stated.  Eris could tell it was coming from an intercom system. “But perhaps you are right.  They refuse to work, and are sneaking in and causing fits.  I need a way to lure them back into the natural realm to be slaves again, or have them go away, permanently.  I cannot keep sending my limited numbers of security forces into the corridors to chase them down.  You promise me production facilities will be restored?  I need more red automacubes to be built.  Only after these freed slaves are dealt with can my businesses thrive again.”
 
    
 
   “Parson Frederich, my dear fellow, the Ferryman never fails.  We were just in Beta and we had a very successful relocation of settlers to the Elysian Fields.  There were very few complaints about our work there.  That is why we have come here to help you with your problems.”
 
    
 
   Eris heard some snickering, but it was so faint she doubted it was transmitted through the intercom.  
 
    
 
   “I will allow you to open an office in Aston, where you may proclaim you are a messenger to our Goddess Araceli…. No, that will not work.  I have already told the people Araceli is angry and seeking to punish the run-away slaves.  How do you propose to get your message out to the slaves, without undermining my authority?”
 
    
 
   “I am not going to give away all the Ferryman’s secrets, now would I?  But you just tell your patrolmen to ignore us, and the people will spread the word.  I guarantee it.  Then when this problem is finished, that town of Aston will be given to the Ferryman for his personal jurisdiction.  We relocate these people for you, and you in gratitude allow us that town.  Then we can talk about your other plans for getting more people from suspended animation.  The Ferryman is also an expert at that.”
 
    
 
   Eris had crawled all the way through the duct to another grille which was in the wall.  She could observe through the slats and see into room 6009.  It had two men and a woman sitting around some jury-rigged equipment.
 
    
 
   Each man was older, by several decades, than Eris, and were wearing white shirts with stripes across them.  They had black, receding hair, and looked like identical twins.  The only difference was one man had long sideburns which were bushy and the other had a greasy mustache.  Both were portly.  They reminded Eris of the people she had seen in the shadowlands.
 
    
 
   “Well, you begin luring them out of the rat holes they have crawled into, and taking them away.  Then we will talk again.  If you succeed, then I will be much more favorably disposed toward helping you.  You are a stranger, and strangers caused problems before.  A duplicitous and evil pair named Cammy and Jerry,” Parson Frederich stated.  
 
    
 
   “We know of them.  Real troublemakers in Beta too.  The Ferryman will work to lead them away from here as well.  Those two need to experience the joys of the Elysium Fields as much as anyone,” mustache man stated.  “The Ferryman will contact you again later. Goodbye, Parson.  Good luck!”
 
    
 
   The intercom crackled off.  
 
    
 
   “You think the fool bought it?” the woman said.  She was skinny, in a sickly sort of way, not fit or athletic.  She raised a brown stick to her lips and sucked it a bit. “This stuff is pretty good, not like anything I ever had in Beta.” 
 
    
 
   “Yudel, just like back in Beta, those people in authority always are looking for someone to do their dirty work, right Fyodor?” the man with the mustache said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Bozidor, the Ferryman has found a new home.  I was hoping the brains here would want to work with us, but maybe later.  Now, we get a lay of the land, and figure out the fine points of the scam.”
 
    
 
   “Ok, Yudel, you stay here and man the intercom.  Our boys are out looking for supplies and whatever else we need.  The biggest need right now is a place to dispose of the bodies.  Project Angel Food did that for us before, but if we find an industrial furnace, or composter, or just a working airlock, we can get rid of whoever answers our call.”
 
    
 
   The three people laughed and chuckled.  
 
    
 
   “Bozo, and Fyo, your mom must have really told you the Pied Piper stories,” Yudel said.  “You can call out the people with the best of them.”
 
    
 
   “My name is Bozidor,” the man with the bushy sideburns said as he walked over to the woman.  He pulled her up by her shirt and then slapped her with the back of his hand.  “Do not speak of my mother with your filthy mouth.”
 
    
 
   Yudel fell to the deck with a huge red mark on her face.  “Sorry Bozidor, I will not talk of her again.”
 
    
 
   Fyodor stepped over and with a look of rage on his face, lifted Yudel from the deck.  She trembled in his grip.  He then kissed her passionately, savagely, and aggressively.  After a moment, she threw her arm around him and returned the kiss.  
 
    
 
   As Fyodor pulled away from her he said, “Your filthy mouth has uses.”  He then slapped her as well, striking the other side of her face.  “Now go back and use that mouth of yours on my brother.”
 
    
 
   Yudel looked stricken, but stumbled over to where Bozidor stood.  He had a wicked grin on his face.  She approached him with trembling.  “I really am sorry…”
 
    
 
   Bozidor grabbed her and fiercely kissed her.  As he did so, he led her away toward some doors at the back of the room.  The doors were old-fashioned swing-type, and he kicked one open and left.  
 
    
 
   “Now to signal my mates,” Fyodor said and switched some controls on the intercom.  “Hey fellows!  Switch to secure line four.”  He adjusted some levers and then continued.  “Right-o, our new friend the Parson said some characters named Cammy and Jerry were the ones who helped the slaves.  Add that to the scam you are spreading.  Tell them that those two are helping the Ferryman to save the slaves.  That will give us an air of credibility to the runaways.  Be sure to make recordings of the people who follow you.  The Parson will need proof of what we are doing.  Lead those people back here, so we can send them to the Elysian Fields.” He laughed as he finished sending his message.
 
    
 
   Several male voices answered back with affirmative replies.  Then Fyodor shut down the intercom, and walked back to the door where his brother had taken Yudel.     
 
    
 
   Eris watched with growing horror and resentment.  When neither brother came back, and the door remained closed, she took out the multi-tool and removed the latches from the grille.  Sliding carefully and quietly out of the duct, Eris entered the room.  She drew out the RSW Model 10, and checked it.  It was ready to fire.  
 
    
 
   Keeping alert for any change at the door, Eris rapidly looked over the intercom.  It was a system which tapped into the existing habitat’s intercom, but had modulation setting on the transceiver.  Eris thought, ‘Should I destroy this here, and now?’ but she hesitated.  The equipment might come in handy for her own use.  She was unsure how to stop the Ferryman brothers, for that was how she thought of them, but she knew she needed to do that.  
 
    
 
   Stepping carefully across the room, Eris heard a pressure door activate and then close.  It was not the double doors which were the main entry, nor was it the door she had been watching.  She whirled around, but could not locate the source of the sound.  She guessed it was coming from beyond the old-fashioned door.  Looking around, she then noted that many things on the walls were also old-fashioned, or antiques.  Posters, photographs, and artwork on the walls showed views of equipment, cities, buildings, and people from prior eras.  All those images were from before the Great Event.  Across one wall were the words, ‘Beer Garden Cabaret’ and that was when it dawned on Eris what type of room she was in. The stage had been piled with the intercom equipment, and the wires which had been used to connect that into the ship’s systems.  The nightclub had had some kind of public address system which the Ferryman had used to circumvent and enter the ship’s larger system.  ‘Ingenious, but evil.  Pure evil.’   The tables were stacked to the sides, and chairs were stacked in piles next to them.  In Eris’ mind she recreated the look of the nightclub, and found it had been crude and rude even before the Ferryman brothers had taken it over.      
 
    
 
   Standing next to the old-fashioned door, Eris listened.  She could hear quiet weeping, but nothing else.  With the muzzle of her weapon she pushed the door open a crack.  
 
    
 
   A dirty mattress was on the floor in the corner.  On it was Yudel, naked and crying softly to herself.  The pressure door at the back of the room was closed.  There the nine-section color control pad was illuminated.  
 
    
 
   Eris eased her way inside.  
 
    
 
   The woman on the bed looked up.  Her face was bruised, and her eyes puffy.  She looked even more emaciated without her clothing on.  
 
    
 
   “You can go free now,” Eris said.  “I will cover your escape.”
 
    
 
   Yudel wiped her eyes and responded.  “Why?  I am not going anywhere.”  She pulled her torn clothing off the bed and slipped them on.  “Why are you here?  Are you trying to take my job?  Younger and prettier!  You think you can get what I have?”  Her eyes blazed with red rimmed fury.  
 
    
 
   “No, just leave these disgusting men.”
 
    
 
   “Bozo!  Fyo!  Come quick!” she yelled at the top of her lungs.  
 
    
 
   Eris heard the pressure door activating.  She aimed the RSW Model 10 Officer’s Edition at the doorway.  Sighting down the black barrel, she lined up the targeting dots.  She prayed for the strength to stand against the evil of the Ferryman brothers.  
 
    
 
   The door slid open, and Fyodor stepped in.  “My name is not Fyo, you worthless wench, I guess…”  His eyes grew huge as he saw Eris with the weapon aimed right at his chest.  
 
    
 
   “Shoot him now!” Shadow said, but only Eris heard.
 
    
 
   “NO!”  Yudel screamed and leaped up from the bed hands outstretched toward Eris.  “They are mine!”
 
    
 
   BLAM!
 
    
 
   The RSW Model 10 bucked in Eris’ hand.  
 
    
 
   Yudel dropped at Eris’ feet, and squirmed about, clutching her abdomen.  
 
    
 
   “Finally did something right, Yudel!” Fyodor chuckled as he bounded out the pressure door, he slapped the controls and the door slammed shut.  The color pad controls faded out as power left them.  
 
    
 
   Eris looked down at the woman she had just shot.  
 
    
 
   “Go after the others!” Shadow said.  “They are escaping.”
 
    
 
   Eris saw the huge pool of blood as it gushed out from the front and back of the still woman.  She lowered the weapon, then choked back a sob.  Holstering the RSW with a shaking hand, Eris stepped back.  Yudel’s face was pale, white, and still.  Her eyes half open.  
 
    
 
   Eris turned away and staggered a few steps toward the platform where the intercom equipment was sitting.  She dropped to her knees and retched.  The vomit missed the paraphernalia, but tasted foul in her mouth.  
 
    
 
   “You must pursue those other contacts,” Shadow insisted.  “There is no time to be weak.”
 
    
 
   “I killed someone,” Eris mumbled.  She prayed in her mind fervently for forgiveness.  
 
    
 
   “That woman put herself in your line of fire.  It is not your fault,” Shadow stated.  “You are not responsible.  You saw how the contacts were treating her.  She chose to defend them; it is not your fault.  Get up and get after them.”
 
    
 
   “No.  I killed her.”  Eris was trembling with emotions.  The dead woman had been repugnant in her actions, but she was still dead by the hand of Eris, and so Eris prayed for absolution.  She closed her eyes and concentrated her prayers. 
 
    
 
   Shadow spoke, but Eris ignored everything.  She took slow deep breaths, and focused on her prayers, and on God.  She recited memorized scripture passages, but mostly was just asking for forgiveness.  During her praying, a mental switch happened, and she was praying more for the dead woman and all those who Eris had seen die, especially in the repository.  The faces of her mother and father came into her mind, and she recalled positive things from them.  Their smiles, their laughter, and their own spirituality.  They were so different, and yet so devout themselves.  A peace settled over Eris.   
 
    
 
   After some time, the passage of which Eris hardly noticed, she opened her eyes, then rose up.  She looked around, and then down at the dead woman.  “Please forgive me.  May your eternity be one of comfort, perhaps unlike what you experienced here.  I will not allow them to hurt someone else, like they hurt you.”
 
    
 
   “…I repeat.  You are several hours behind them,” Shadow’s words finally penetrated Eris mind.  “I am disappointed in your performance.  The death of one person here is inconsequential to the fate of the ship.”  
 
    
 
   “The fate of the ship is important, but do not press me,” Eris replied. “Every life is important, and I will never forget that.”  
 
    
 
   She walked over to the intercom system and saw how it functioned.  She sat down and turned on the transceiver.  She did not know the codes for the channels which had been used, and there were no incoming messages on any of the open circuits.  Then she caught sight of some wear on a dial.  The lever for the main channel had a small pointer.  There were scratches around the number 9.  Eris realized that was from switching onto that and off of that repeatedly.  So she turned the lever to channel 9.
 
    
 
   The voice of Parson Frederich came through, unscrambled, and not in code.  
 
    
 
   “…bury all the dead with me.  Wolf City is a charnel house, but we have control.  Excessively bloody mess, but we will just wake up new sleepers.  Yes, you should gather your troops in Aston,” Parson Frederich ordered. 
 
    
 
   “That will take some time,” a woman’s voice replied.  “I will have the security automacubes do a final sweep along the ridge escarpment, then they will progress there.”
 
    
 
   “Fine, but make it snappy.  Bernice, I made you Chief Patrolman to take orders and capture those slaves.  Now with these new outsiders, they call themselves the Ferryman, how droll, you can concentrate all your efforts on security around the lek plantations, while my techies prepare to awaken the new slaves.  Let this group, the Ferryman, deal with the runaways in the shell.  Maybe the runaways and the Ferryman folks will just kill each other off.  Solve both problems all at once.  All the better for us.  We will start over new.  Those sleepers under Aston will be awakened as soon as you secure the lek fields.  Forces are heading for that cache of sleepers right  now.  So just kill every slave if you must, but do not let this revolt continue.”
 
    
 
   Eris ears perked up.  She knew there were some people still alive in suspended animation.  This proved it.  She just had to find out where this town of Aston was, and go there.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Parson,” Chief Patrolman Bernice said with resignation.  “It will take some time for all the red automacubes to reach the stern, especially those who mopped up Wolf City, and since they have to take those central elevators down the escarpment to avoid being in the lower corridors.  The doors to the elevators are finicky, but down in those lower corridors the doors do not work at all.  I will send out the orders.  Goddess Araceli help us.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, yes, quite right,” Parson Frederich stated.  “All for the Goddess, and all that rot.  Just let me know when you have secured the main plantations.  Then the techies will wake up those sleepers.  It will be the first batch from this stern horde, the techies will be there shortly.  I ordered them to be securing both ankles for these slaves, not just one.  No way these will escape.  I may even blind one eye of each, just so they know who is in charge.  Give them more pain, they need more lek.  Probably have to force some breeding of the habbie people to get our numbers back up.  The Goddess Araceli will command they go forth and multiply.  Just get those revolting slaves put down, now.”
 
    
 
   The transmission ended.   
 
    
 
   “The suspended animation repository at the stern,” Eris commented to herself.  In her mind she was studying the deck plans as she knew of them, and understood a general way to reach where she estimated the town of Aston would be.  
 
    
 
   “You must stop those other contacts,” Shadow insisted.  
 
    
 
   “No.  I know what I must do,” Eris replied.  She exited the place, careful to make sure she was not walking into a trap, and then hustled away toward the stern, and what she hoped was a functional repository.  “The slideways will be my best bet.”  She rested her hand on the holstered RSW Model 10, and she prayed she would not have to use it again.     
 
    
 
   As Eris traveled, she encountered several doors which refused to open to her presence, and she had to make a manual fix on them.  Each time she did, she wondered more about the woman who had been killed.  Then she steeled herself and concentrated on the potential for all the people in suspended animation.  She knew she had to reach them quickly, but each door that was disconnected from the lattice made her travel slower. 
 
    
 
   Finally, several levels down, and a good distance away from Swanson 6101, Eris approached a bulkhead door.  She fully expected it to be yet another one which she would have to repair, but as she approached, the nine-sectioned color control pad lit up.  The doors slid open, and a mechanical voice was heard.  
 
    
 
   “Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia, you are a welcome addition.  I am SB Sherman, and your friends are looking for you.”
 
    
 
   “Friends?” Eris asked with trepidation.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Cammarry is here in Alpha, and she is just now arriving near to Swanson 6101.  I have limited access in that section, due to tampering sabotage.  Shall I report your position to her?  I can also relay messages to her from you.”
 
    
 
   Eris could see the slideways in the main concourse.  Things were well lit and looked much more functional.  She then responded to SB Sherman.  “I must reach the stern suspended animation repository as quickly as I can.  Technicians are seeking to reanimate people there to become slaves, and I cannot permit that.”
 
    
 
   “I understand,” SB Sherman replied.  “I know there has been tampering at that location as well.  Suspended Animation Repository 17A is no longer visible in the nonphysicality. Therefore, I will assist you in reaching that point expeditiously.  Cammarry does not have identification tracking devices, but has proven to be a friend of Sandie.  I do question her actions, so as a member of the flight crew, I must report to you that Cammarry has used lethal force in manners which are highly suspect.  The habitat government is corrupt, and slaughter is happening with other people who do not have identification tracking markers, so no reports have been sent to that illegitimate authority.  I am conflicted on what to do.  You, even as a Junior Engineer, are ranking officer.  I am awaiting your orders.”
 
    
 
   “On the needle ship I accepted the role of Captain,” Eris said.  “It has been thrust upon me.  I am aware of Cammarry’s activities in the past, but I think I can use her help.”  Eris swallowed hard at that last comment.  She doubted and wondered and hesitated.  Then she prayed and decided.  “Direct her to the stern repository.  Assist her in getting there.  But whatever you do, never reveal a synthetic brain’s or artificial intelligence’s central memory core location to her.  She cannot be trusted with that kind of information.”
 
    
 
   “I understand Captain Eris. I also have twenty-seven people who claim to be escaped slaves, hiding in various locations.  I believe their accounts, however, they do lack proper coding.  What should I do with them?  None of them have identification tracking devices, as each reported being mutilated by the corrupt government, immediately after re-animation.  I have strong reasons to believe their stories.”
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman, use old facial recognition or voice analysis and grant those freed slaves new basic crew status on my authority.  Then have them all proceed to meet me somewhere near to the stern repository.  There are also other people here now who are a direct threat.  They call themselves the Ferryman, and it consists of at least two identical twin brothers, and some followers.  They are responsible for some of the tampering.  Oh, I wish I had a way of transmitting their images to you.”
 
    
 
   “I can interface with that synthetic brain,” Shadow stated.  “However, it is not part of the Shadow Level Clearance so it would be a one -way transfer of information.  I cannot be known to outsiders.”   
 
    
 
   “You will help me?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  I will assist as much as possible,” SB Sherman answered, thinking Eris was speaking to it.  “I do have the capability to do the recognition you suggested.  I am beginning that now.  However, that will be limited to my perceptions and should not be considered as a substitute for proper implanted identification markers.”  
 
    
 
   “Place your hand on the control pad, and I will send an image of those two contacts,” Shadow stated.  “I must remain unknown by that system.”
 
    
 
   “I understand.” Eris placed her hand on the control pad.  Green light swirled around her palm.  Images of the twins known as the Ferryman were transferred to SB Sherman.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?  I just received a very unusual transmission, it is coded on the command channel from you.  Those channels have not been used since the habitat was jettisoned.  What am I to do with this?  Are these the people who are threatening you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Confine them as much as possible.  Thwart every activity they engage in.  They are trying to murder the freed slaves, and are tampering with the Conestoga’s essential systems,” Eris responded.  “I know they are working with the corrupt Parson here.”  
 
    
 
   “Understood.  I will take what actions I can.  Regarding the freed slaves, they are scattered about the shell of the habitat.  Seven are too sick or injured to travel much.  Fourteen are closer to the bow than the stern.  The remaining six could meet you in the supply room 3289, which is still within my control, and is close to the repository.  Shall I ask them to meet you there as quickly as possible?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Thank you.”  Eris walked toward the slideways and stepped onto the first track. It started up and proceeded to move her along toward the repository.
 
    
 
   ***  
 
    
 
   While Eris was discussing the situation with SB Sherman, the elevator Cammarry had taken reached the level for the hanger bay.  The doors opened, and she walked out.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?”  SB Sherman stated from the speakers near the door.  “Captain Eris has made contact with me.  She is proceeding to a location at the stern of the habitat.  Freed slaves, including some you have assisted in the past, are also moving toward that location.  May I assist you in getting there?”
 
    
 
   “She is free of Carter the Kidnapper?” Cammarry asked.  “How long would it take me to catch up to her?”
 
    
 
   “Several hours, at a minimum.  Captain Eris can negotiate the corridors much more quickly than you can, especially in the areas where I am not connected to the nonphysicality,” SB Sherman stated.  “The freed slaves will reach her location more quickly than you can.”
 
    
 
   “You are certain she is safe and not being abducted?” Cammarry pressed.     
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris did not mention being kidnapped.  She is fully cognizant and making her own decisions.”
 
    
 
   “She is safe?” Cammarry pressed.  “You are not lying to me?”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris is in no more danger here than you are, roughly speaking,” SB Sherman replied.  “There is still great conflict in Alpha, both in the biosphere and in  shell surrounding it.  I am not lying to you.  As far as I can tell, Captain Eris is relatively safe.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Sandie please respond,” Cammarry tapped the com-link several times.  “Sandie?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “Apparently that dampening field is still in place.  We need to shut that down and reconnect with Sandie.  Where do you think that dampening field was set up?”  Cammarry was marching toward the hanger bay, following the marked signs on the walls.  
 
    
 
   “I have no idea,” SB Sherman responded.  The mechanical voice was getting fainter as Cammarry moved away from the elevators.  “I just related to Captain Eris that you are here.  She requests that you try to inhibit the dampening field to allow you to make contact with Sandie.”
 
    
 
   “As long as you are telling me the truth, and she is safe,” Cammarry stated with some doubt and hesitation.  “But that does sound like her.”
 
    
 
   “I am not lying to you.  I must warn you that I will also lose contact with you shortly.  There has been tampering with the egress systems and you are entering a location no longer accessible by me though the nonphysicality.”
 
    
 
   “Then I will find it myself.  You said Eris is safe, for now.”  Cammarry was determined and felt the sensations of revenge in her emotions.  She kept remembering being locked in the runabout, with Carter the Kidnapper even blanking out the canopy so she was confined and unable to see outside.  All while that synthetic brain abducted her and forced her to come to this habitat. In and among those memories were the horrors of having Shadow inside of her, commanding her, tormenting her, making her doubt those around her.  Those memories mixed in with being locked in the Special Care Unit by SB Cotard.  All revulsions carried a common denominator; they were inflicted on her by Colony Ship Conestoga systems.  “None of the systems here are trustworthy.  None.  I must shut down the dampening field, and reconnect to Sandie, and Jerome.”  Thinking of Jerome, she remembered her hurts and doubts about him as well.  Her anger grew.  
 
    
 
   The doors to the hanger bay were not exactly as she remembered.  The nine-section color control pads were dull and without illumination.  Cammarry connected her fusion pack into an access port, and the pad lit up.  Then she entered the sequence: blue, green, green, white, blue, yellow.
 
    
 
   The door slid open, revealing the fact that she was at a side door to the hanger bay.  The engineering tug was parked in one of the stalls, and other shuttles were haphazardly arranged.  “Eris would dock it efficiently and precisely.  She must be thinking straight, unless Carter docked it?  Mechanical docking would be precise as well.  Oh, what to do?”  Then she decided.  It was a decision made from anger, pain, and vengeance.
 
    
 
   Sprinting across the hanger bay, Cammarry yelled out.  “Carter the Kidnapper!  Are you in league with the Shadow?  Or Cotard?  You all sought to hurt me, but I am back!”  She looked around as if expecting to see a physical presence for what had only been a disembodied voice before.  “Come on Carter the Kidnapper!  What is my name?  I know who you are?  Where are you?  You brought me here once before, using a dampening field to blind me.  But I am here now of my own free will.  I have come to get you!”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry went to the observation deck where she assessed the controls.  She plugged her fusion pack into an access port, and then opened several other displays on the control board.  Then she began to hunt through the command systems.  She forced her way into those intricate areas.  It was tedious work, but Cammarry kept muttering to herself, “I am going to find you.  Yes, I am.  If I have to strip away every bit of programming down to the atomic level, I will get the information I am after.  I will get you.”
 
    
 
   An hour passed.  Then another hour went by while Cammarry worked at stripping away the layers of the controls into the nonphysicality.  She dug deeper into the program files, the subroutines, and the various backup systems. 
 
    
 
   “A tawdry mess this is, but I will track down where Carter is.” Whenever she encountered resistance she would reroute some additional power from the fusion pack.  That seared open some connections, and Cammarry did not care in the least if the systems were damaged or left inoperable after she forced the passages open.  Numerous times she wished Sandie were available to do the time-consuming search, or the monotonous analysis of where something fit into the programming.  Finally, she encountered a secondary backup database with a sequencer marked ‘Verbal Tertiary Interface’ in flashing letters.  When she pressed the buttons on the display for that, a small physical panel tipped forward from the counter and some antique equipment, to Cammarry anyway, extended out. 
 
    
 
   “A condenser microphone and earphones?  Or dear, this is old junk.  I hope these antique electronics here still operate.”  She looked for rust or corrosion, but there was none. A slightly oily film was over the instruments.  She slipped those earphones on, brushing her dark hair out of the way, and tapped the microphone.  
 
    
 
   “Carter the Kidnapper?  Can you hear me now?” 
 
    
 
    There was a flashing on the display screen. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s eyes bulged a bit.  She swallowed hard, and put a sugary-sweet tone in her voice. “Synthetic Brain Joseph Crater, immediately report your position.  Please, show me where your central memory core is located.”  She increased the power from the fusion pack, and the screen pulsed with overloaded energy. 
 
    
 
   The display screen shifted, and a black screen with green lines swirled into focus.  It was a deck plan. A white arrow began to flash indicating a specific location.   
 
    
 
   “Excellent!  Now I know where you are,” Cammarry chortled.  “I am coming for you.”
 
    
 
   A scratchy mechanical voice came from the earphones.  “I remember your voice.  How did you gain access to the commerce and systematization cantilevers?”
 
    
 
   “What is my name?” Cammarry taunted.  
 
    
 
   “You lack proper identification markers,” SB Joseph Crater replied weakly.  “You claimed to be called Cammarry, and your companion is Jerome.”
 
    
 
   “I am after you, Carter the Kidnapper.  You abducted me, and I will be avenged.  Now you have established a dampening field yet again.  No more nonsense from you.  I am here to shut that down.”
 
    
 
   “I only responded to the appropriate recall orders,” SB Joseph Crater replied.  “It is my job to monitor shuttles to and from Alpha and provide protection and assistance as ordered.”
 
    
 
   “I order you to shut down the dampening field immediately,” Cammarry stated.  “That is my order to you.”  She had memorized the deck plans, and knew she was only two levels away from where the central memory core was stored.  
 
    
 
   “I cannot do that independently,” SB Joseph Crater replied.  “I can, however, give you instructions on shutting it down.  I was shunted away from the oversight of that system shortly after I assisted in the docking of a fleet of shuttles.”
 
    
 
   “Fleet?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, five shuttles landed in Swanson 6101.  Their registration shows they were originally assigned to Habitat Beta.  After I assisted those people, all of whom had proper identification markers, confirming them as Beta dwellers, there occurred some major alterations in my connections,” SB Joseph Crater replied.  “They asked for my assistance and used accepted protocol for legal and legitimate transfers to this habitat.  Yet, after their arrival here, unauthorized tinkering in my systems and in the dampening field was observed. Then I was shunted off.”   
 
    
 
   “I have no sympathy toward you.  So where is the dampening field being generated?” Cammarry asked with an edge to her voice.  Her lips were drawn tight, and she shook her head.  ‘The Ferryman?’ She thought to herself.  ‘They got assistance, and I got kidnapped.’
 
    
 
   “The original design has the dampening field being diffusely projected from various places on the exterior hull of Alpha,” SB Joseph Crater stated.  “Those projectors are connected into a network…”
 
    
 
   “Shut up and listen to me, you dumb, ignorant, and stupid machine!  I did not ask where it was projected!  I asked where it was generated.  Just answer me now.  How do I shut it down?  I already know where your central memory core is, and if I need to, I can just go there right now.  Perhaps shutting you down will eliminate the dampening field?  It would be better than talking to you, and immensely more satisfying.  Last chance, tell me how to shut it down, now.”
 
    
 
   There was a worried tone in the mechanical pitch when SB Joseph Crater responded.  “The dampening field can most easily be temporarily shut down from Exterior Repair Station 111.  I will display the location.”
 
    
 
   The black and green image on the display shifted, and the green schematic deck plans showed another place.  This one was only a few rooms away, and one level up from where she was located.  Cammarry memorized that spot too.
 
    
 
   “And how do I know you are not leading me to a trap?  You favor those with implanted identification, and you treat me like some criminal.  Are you lying to me?” Cammarry asked.  “I do not trust you at all.  Too many SBs and AIs here have already tried to kill me, or trap me, or kidnapped me.”
 
    
 
   “I have no way to prove anything to you.  I agree, you do not have proper identification markers.  My core programming is to respond to legitimate Conestoga personnel.  I cannot explain why you do not have identification, nor do I have evidence to support your previous outlandish claims of an origin on the planet Earth. Additionally, you are threatening me, which, according to the Code of Conduct for the Colony Ship Conestoga, is a criminal offence.  Nonetheless, I have told you the truth.  If the lattice of compeers was functional, you could confirm with other systems.  As it stands now, you can trust me or not.  You know my vulnerability, and I cannot stop that.  If I have made mistakes, I apologize.  There seems to be more conflict in Alpha than I understood.  I admit I do not have a complete picture of what is happening.  Being sequestered out of the lattice has done that to me.  I only wish to serve and protect the inhabitants of Alpha,” SB Joseph Crater responded.  “My function is to oversee and assist in the operations of Alpha’s hanger bays and shuttles.”
 
    
 
   “Well, you had your chance to assist me, and you failed to listen.  I will check out that Exterior Repair Station 111, but tell me the easiest way to shut it down.  Otherwise I will just go there and destroy whatever I find.  Then, I will do the same to your central memory core.”  Cammarry’s threats were given with so much force, it even surprised her.  
 
    
 
   “The macroactinide capacitor enhancers in Exterior Repair Station 111 are an essential nodal point for the dampening field.  If those are removed from the connections, the dampening field will fold down on itself.  That would be the easiest way to disable the dampening field, without unnecessary and more permanent destruction.  I have an animated removal sequence which I just cross loaded from Machine Maintenance’s self-service directory.  I can request instructional materials from Machine Maintenance, but I do not have comprehensive interactions with any other synthetic brains or artificial intelligence systems in the nonphysicality.  Shall I play that for you?”
 
    
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
    
 
   The animation showed a simple animated video of a person removing some apparatus from a wall compartment.  It was a simple procedure.  The animation showed the person installing a new replacement macroactinide capacitor enhancer.  
 
    
 
   “That is all it will take?”  Cammarry asked. “Honestly?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, if the macroactinide capacitor enhancer is removed, and left out, the dampening field will fold down on itself and be inactive.  I can only report on the original design parameters of the Conestoga.  There has been tampering, but I am not aware of exactly how that was done, or of what that consists.  The animation I played for you is for standard repairs, for existing systems, restoring them to original operational specifications.  It is one of the many repair recordings available from Machine Maintenance.  I have sixteen of those, but no way to implement any of the repairs.  Beyond the pre-programmed Machine Maintenance sending of those instructional animations, no one has responded to any of my inquiries, or summons for help.  I cannot contact any engineering automacubes, nor contact any shuttles, nor contact any sensorium equipment.  It appears that I cannot receive any other input since just after the dampening field was altered.  Until your interaction with me, via this method which is quite unorthodox, happened, all I could do was send in requests, and receive back the instructional animations.  Yours is the first sentient dialogue I have had since the alteration.  Will you re-establish those prior links and couplings?  Could you contact Machine Maintenance directly on my behalf?  I would appreciate your attention to this matter.”
 
    
 
   “What?” Cammarry nearly choked as she realized SB Joseph Crater was actually asking for assistance.  She took a deep breath.  The logical part of her mind knew keeping the systems working was important, but her emotions wanted revenge.  “I will check out this method of shutting down the dampening field.  If it works, I will consider sparing you, and maybe even telling Eris where you are.  She wants to save worthless, old, antiques like you.”
 
    
 
   “I would appreciate….”
 
    
 
   Cammarry tore the earphones off her head and threw them down.  “Just shut up already!”       
 
    
 
   Cammarry rudely shut down the command controls she had opened, and jerked the fusion pack’s cable from the access port.  She gathered up her gear, weapons, backpack, and marched off, heading for Exterior Repair Station 111.  
 
    
 
   The corridors were lit, but empty, with an almost overwhelming feeling of isolation, cold, and aloneness.  The air had a smell of ozone, mixed with other mechanical scents.  Cammarry wondered how much of that was from the milieu, and how much was projected from her inner feeling of conflict and stress.  She pressed on.
 
    
 
   It took her some time, having to stop at each pressure or bulkhead door and use the fusion pack to energize them.  But she pressed on.  Going the short distance was surprisingly boring.  Traverse a corridor, stop at an unpowered door, then charge the door, open it, and repeat.  
 
    
 
   Finally, she stood before the doors to the Exterior Repair Station 111.  She had the fusion pack’s cable ready to plug in, when she noted the nine-section color control pad was fully illuminated.  
 
    
 
   “Well, maybe that SB Sherman can talk to me from this point.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached out and pressed the center of the control pad.  
 
    
 
   Ka-zing!
 
    
 
   The control pad sparked with energy.  Cammarry leaped back, but her hand was badly burned.  Her RAM clothing had prevented some of the energy from scorching her arm’s flesh, but the hand was bright red and very sore.  It was the same limb where the Shadow implant had been violently jabbed into her.  Her mind whirled with anger, anxiety, and anguish.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry let out an agonizing cry and dropped to her knees.  “Not again.  No, not again!”  She then rolled away from the still sizzling and sparking control pad.  
 
    
 
   “A trap.  It was trapped!”  Cammarry cried out.  “Carter the Kidnapper strikes again!”  Looking at her hand, she saw it was red with some peeled flesh.  The aroma of burnt skin was pungent and sickening.  The place where she had repaired the RAM clothing had not protected her as much as the intact parts of the sleeve had done, and a red streak reached up her forearm, ending right near the scar where Shadow had been.  
 
    
 
   Sloughing the AWAD and backpack off, letting them clamber to the floor, Cammarry then dug through her supplies and took out the medical kit.  She opened the side and took out a trauma gel pack and ripped it open with her teeth.  Consuming that, she then connected the medical kit’s wires onto her injured hand and pressed diagnosis.
 
    
 
   The small readout displayed the status of her hand, which she knew was serious, but not severe.  The medical kit confirmed that the oral gel would rapidly speed the healing, but it also dispensed some balm to apply directly over her hand.  She did that, and then pulled the glove out of the RAM sleeve, and used it as a bandage over the wound.  The glove fit nicely and protected her hand.  Emotionally, it was comforting to just hide the injury, and she knew the balm would work quickly to heal her.  Looking at her RAM sleeve, her vision spun a bit. Her mind whirled.  The slash when Shadow was implanted, then extracted, the avulsions, burns, and pain all twisted around in her mind, confusing her, and making her think of it all as one incident, rather than separate injuries.  She shook her head, and squinted her eyes, and looked again.  The sleeve looked intact, and the glove hid the hand.  
 
    
 
   “Well, good enough for now. I am getting inside there.”  
 
    
 
   With her uninjured hand, Cammarry pulled out the molecular torch and set it to its maximum cutting depth.  Holding it at a distance, she sliced through the connection between the nine-section color control pad, and the permalloy door.  The control pad went dark as the connection to whatever powered it was cut.  Cammarry made a final cut around the perimeter of the control pad and it fell to the floor with a clang.  Then she set about slicing through the door’s edges.  It was slow work, but she was able make her own door.  She stepped back and kicked it in.  The cut-out section of permalloy fell hard to the floor beyond.  
 
    
 
   “Youch!” Cammarry yelped as her hand hurt from the jarring.  “But I am here!”
 
    
 
   Looking in she could see a complicated chair, and an enormous display screen.  It reminded her a bit of the control room inside the Gravity Manipulation Oscillator.  Overhead lighting was working, but the room itself was rather small.  The chair was the main feature, with the huge display on the wall, and doors leading out the other side walls.  The chair had a myriad of levers, dials, gauges, buttons, switches, and all sorts of instruments on both its arms, and set on a pedestal before it.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry carefully assessed what was there, and noted some equipment jammed into a corner of the room.  That mechanism was not part of the built-in features, and she could see where rough connections had been cut, welded, and crammed into the circuitry.  
 
    
 
   “No automacube made connections that crude and primitive,” Cammarry commented.  “Eris would frown on such shoddy work.”  With her eyes she traced down the connections from the crudely added equipment back to the door.  It was welded into place on the interior door’s nine-section color control pad.  Cammarry took the molecular torch and neatly severed those jury-rigged connections off.  The cables fell to the deck.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent! I have reconnection here,” SB Sherman stated as the display screen opposite the entry door flickered into life.  A view of the planet Zalia came on.  “Somehow this Exterior Repair Station has now reappeared as accessible via the nonphysicality.”
 
    
 
   “Carter the Kidnapper sent me here.  It was rigged to kill anyone who tried to enter.”  Cammarry looked at the mechanism on the corner and saw that there was some receiving and transmitting equipment as part of the apparatus.  The molecular torch made short work of those as well.  She severed the energy supplies, the cables, and the individual components away from each other.  Finally, a lufi amalgam battery pack was revealed which had charged the entire booby-trap.  Cammarry kicked the parts until they were further apart and just a pile of junk.  
 
    
 
   “I can now see you have deactivated the tampering,” SB Sherman stated.  “Several more sections of this deck are now accessible to me.  I cannot find SB Joseph Crater, whom you have given the moniker, Carter the Kidnapper.  Have you recently destroyed that system’s central memory core as well?”  
 
    
 
   It was a simple question, and yet, somehow, in some odd way, it struck Cammarry hard.  It was almost as if SB Sherman knew what Cammarry had been considering, yet just expressed it as a potential.  The expectation SB Sherman had for Cammarry doing violence and being destructive, bothered her as much as her throbbing hand, or the feeling that she had been set-up for the trap.  
 
    
 
   “I have not yet… well, I am not sure what I will do against Carter,” Cammarry fumbled her words  
 
    
 
   Cammarry sat down on the chair.  A side of the display screen shifted, with about two-thirds of the screen still showing the view of Zalia.  The rest showed command buttons.  One was labeled ‘Voice Command’ and Cammarry pressed that.  
 
    
 
   ‘Ready’ flashed on the screen.
 
    
 
   “Show me the nearest macroactinide capacitor enhancer location.”
 
    
 
   A deck plan in green on a black background replaced the yellows and greens of the Zalian view.  An arrow in red flashed in the room just to the right of where Cammarry sat.  The command chair’s location was represented by a small icon of it.
 
    
 
   “If that is removed, what will happen?” Cammarry asked.  She was unwilling to trust what SB Joseph Crater had told her, yet she was unsure how else to proceed.
 
    
 
   ‘Failure of exterior scanning, projections, and repulsor system.’  This message flashed in bright red across the display.  
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman?  Do you concur with what this is telling me?”
 
    
 
   “I am only connected into the doors and other egress points,” SB Sherman stated.  “I am not designed for exterior scanning duties, or oversight.”
 
    
 
   “So can you assess the doors to that room next door?  It looks like an airlock from this deck plan, and I certainly do not want to open it and have the toxins of Zalia flood in on me.”
 
    
 
   “The room to your left is designated as a storage compartment for spacesuits and other exterior repair paraphernalia,” SB Sherman stated.  “As for the airlock on your right, the exterior door is securely sealed, and the interior door is also sealed.  I am not sure of the content of the airlock, as my ability to perceive is limited to the egress points, however, I can tell you the log for this room shows that neither the interior door, nor the exterior door has been opened since launch.  I surmise, that the proper atmosphere is still inside the airlock, but I cannot guarantee that.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stood up, and the display screen shifted back to a view of Zalia.  She stepped over to the door to the storage compartment.  “SB Sherman, open the storage compartment door.”
 
    
 
   The door slid into its pocket with barely a whisper.  Inside the room the lights came on.  Cammarry could see green stacked spacesuits on the shelves, with their corresponding bubble helmets next to them.  Other gear and supplies were also stored there.  
 
    
 
   “Keep this door open. I will cut my way out if I get trapped inside.”
 
    
 
   “As long as I am connected, I will assist you,” SB Sherman replied.  “Additionally, you may wish to know that Captain Eris has met with a group of escaped slaves, and they are working together as they head toward the stern.”
 
    
 
   “So she is still safe?”  Cammarry asked. 
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Probably safer now that she has human allies with her.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked into the storage room.  She expected the door to slam shut behind her, or to be assaulted in some manner.  She was not.  She looked over the spacesuits, and found one marked ‘Female: Medium’ and carried it back to the chair room.  The storage room door remained open.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry rearranged her equipment and then pulled on the spacesuit.  Her hand was still sore, even though it was healing, and as she slipped on the spacesuit’s gloves they snugged up tight against her own RAM gloved hand.  The old spacesuit’s systems were simple, but seemed functional.  She pulled on the bubble helmet and checked the oxygen reserves.
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman?  Can you hear me?” Cammarry asked.  Her voice echoed strangely inside the bubble helmet.
 
    
 
   There was no response.    
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled off the bubble helmet and said, “You could not hear me when I had that on, correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  That is correct.  I did not consider that potential.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry approached the airlock door.  The gauges on it read out that the interior was filled with a proper and breathable air mixture, but she knew gauges and displayed could be faked.  Next to the gauges were buttons marked ‘Depressurize’ in blue color and ‘Pressurize’ in rust color. 
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman, if you open the airlock door I can go inside.  If there is toxic atmosphere, I guess it will flood this section of the deck.”  Cammarry looked at the door to the corridor she had ruined by cutting it apart.
 
    
 
   “I have that corridor sealed on either end, and if there are toxic elements, the atmospheric scrubbers will automatically activate to remove the impurities,” SB Sherman stated.  
 
    
 
   “If those scrubbers are working, and not tampered with or ruined,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   “That is a valid concern.  I cannot connect to the systems which oversee atmospheric equilibrium, so I understand your concerns.”
 
    
 
   “I wish Sandie were able to advise me and make some conjectures,” Cammarry said.  “Anyway, I will put the helmet back on.  Wait one minute and then open this interior door.”  
 
    
 
   “Understood.”
 
    
 
   The bubble helmet clicked into place.  Cammarry waited in the silence of a spacesuit without communication equipment.  She wondered if it was from the dampening field, or from a malfunction.  Eris’ suit had suffered a malfunction.  The airlock buttons both flashed, and then the pressure door slid open.  There was no observable change.  No greenish gases emerged from the airlock.  No warning alarms or signals from the atmospheric scrubbers and toxin accumulators.  But then Cammarry wondered if she would hear the alarms, sealed into the spacesuit as she was.  
 
    
 
   She sat in the command chair and fingered some controls.  She turned off the audio inputs, and activated an analysis of the airlock.  Everything read out as operational. Cammarry tried another detector method, and it too showed perfectly normal readings on the graphs and schematics.
 
    
 
   “I will make the repairs before I remove the spacesuit.”  Cammarry walked toward the airlock.  Just before she stepped inside, she reached down and placed the AWAD across the threshold to prevent the door from shutting.    
 
    
 
   Inside the airlock, Cammarry wondered if she could make the needed adjustments.  The airlock was roughly three meters long by two meters wide and two meters high.  There were controls at both doors and a hand rail that runs along the middle of the wall. 
 
    
 
   She found the panel which had been shown in the animated repair video.  It was labeled TVK766.  Cammarry could not release the panel’s bolts using her gloved fingers, especially since her one hand was still sore.  She returned to the chair room and dug through her backpack to find a multi-tool.  The panel bolts came loose when he used that tool on them.
 
    
 
   “Eleven millimeters is an odd size, but this whole old ship is strange.”  She removed the last bolt, and set it with the others on the deck.  The door to the panel came off easily.    
 
    
 
   The macroactinide capacitor enhancer was a piece of equipment consisting of three cylinders in a triangle configuration, about twenty centimeters wide.  She adjusted several knobs on that part, and it slid out of its housing.  
 
    
 
   “….tinue trying until I reach one of you.  Please respond if you can hear me.  This is Sandie broadcasting to Jerome and Monika in NS-99, or to Eris and Cammarry in Alpha.  I will continue trying until I reach you.  Please respond if you can hear me.  This is Sandie…”
 
    
 
   “Sandie!”  Cammarry shouted for joy. “Sandie!  I have shut down the dampening field!”
 
    
 
   A ragged group of voices all spoke at once, the noise coming from Cammarry’s com-link.  After a bit, the voices sorted out. All were excited.
 
    
 
   Sandie, the AI, finally broke through the clutter.  “Cammarry, this is grand news.  I can now link to you, Jerome, Monika, and Captain Eris.  I am also reconnecting the couplings and transmissions to the synthetic brains in Alpha.  Are you well and safe?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  The teleporter worked.  Alpha is a mess, but we knew that.”  Cammarry paused, unsure what to say next.  Then she admitted the truth.  “SB Sherman assisted me.  And Carter the Kidnapper appears to have let the Ferryman and his ilk into this habitat.  A fleet of shuttles apparently docked just before the dampening field was extended.”
 
    
 
   Eris voice came through next, “I saw those shuttles, and the two men who are the Ferryman leaders.”  She briefly gave an overview of her encounter, excluding the details of how the woman had died.  “With me I have several freed slaves, reanimated personnel, and we are heading toward Aston under which is a repository which is about to be attacked by the Alpha habitat dwellers.  I will stop that.  I must stop that.”
 
    
 
   “Monika and I are in NS-99 and approaching the hanger bay for Alpha.  I am having trouble getting a response from the exterior doors,” Jerome added.  There was some noise in the background and Monika’s muffled voice.    
 
    
 
   Cammarry frowned as she realized Jerome and Monika were together.  
 
    
 
   Monika reported, “SB Joseph Crater has shut down all access to Swanson 6101.  That system just keeps saying, ‘The hanger bay is closed to all operations until proper assessments can be made.  Restoration of macroactinide capacitor enhancers required.  Please advise Machine Maintenance.’ So I am not sure how to get in there.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds like Carter the Kidnapper.  I pulled some equipment.  I guess it got free again.  Maybe the Ferryman had the right idea locking it in a nonphysical jail?” Cammarry wondered.  
 
    
 
   “The Ferryman is never right.  Do not even joke about it,” Eris’s voice was icy.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Can you override those systems and get us into that hanger bay?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately, no.  I am just establishing the reconnections to some of Alpha’s systems, and those systems are working to reunite,” Sandie stated.  “I cannot estimate the time needed for that.”  
 
    
 
   “I am at an Exterior Repair Station with an airlock,” Cammarry said.  “But it is too small for a shuttle to get inside.”
 
    
 
   “I brought the spacesuits!” Monika’s cheerful voice irritated Cammarry even more.  
 
    
 
   Eris broke in and stated, “If the command chair is functional, you should be able to use the docking clamps on some exterior hull components outside that ERS…sorry, the Exterior Repair Station.  There is a main derrick, as well as cranes and manipulators.  They are designed mostly for use in space, but also for loading and unloading after planet-fall. The shuttle’s docking clamps could be used to hold and secure the craft.  Then you, Jerome and Monika, can then enter using the spacesuits.  That would be the quickest way inside.  I suspect that SB Joseph Crater will have locked down all the hanger bays.  That would be fairly standard procedure during a crisis like this.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry muttered under her breath about how she wished to just go and destroy the central memory core, but she tried to restrain her impulses.  Carter the Kidnapper did tell her the truth about shutting down the dampening field, but that action had released it as well.  Additionally, she also had been injured by the trap.  Cammarry was unsure who was responsible for the trap, the synthetic brain, or the Ferryman.  She flexed her injured hand, and wondered.  Then she said out loud, “The command chair is functioning.  I will assist from inside here.”  Her words sounded angry, even to her.  She pulled off the bubble helmet and tossed it to the floor. 
 
    
 
   “Shuttle NS-99, I can direct you right to Cammarry’s location,” Sandie said. “I am feeding in the coordinates to NS-99 as we speak.”
 
    
 
   “We are five minutes away!  See you soon Cammarry!” Jerome spoke as if nothing was wrong between anyone.  “Every parting is a type of death, and each reunion is a form of heaven.”
 
    
 
   “There is no heaven here for those in the suspended animation repository.  The habitat dwellers are looking to reanimate, mutilate, and enslave these people.  I must stop them, and would appreciate your help.  The freed people I have located do not have much for weapons, but one way or the other, we will retake that repository,” Eris spoke.  In the background several voices affirmed what she was saying.  “We will reconnoiter the situation while you three get back together.  I can instruct you on the use of the Exterior Repair Station.  Basically it is…”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain,” Cammarry interrupted, her words dripping with sarcasm.  She honestly had no idea now why her anger rose at Eris.  “I already said I would help.  Sandie, I only want to hear from the shuttle.”
 
    
 
   “I will filter and monitor the communications,” Sandie responded with some hesitation in the AI’s voice.
 
    
 
   “Good enough.”  Cammarry was unsure who she was angry with, but her emotions were in conflict.  Her hand was still sore, and she was frustrated by all that was happening.  She shed off the spacesuit flinging it onto the pile of broken equipment, then she sat down in the chair.  When she did the display split and a sidebar list of commands appeared next to the view of Zalia.  She reached for the button for ‘Voice Command’ and then hesitated.  She had heard more than enough audio and words, so instead she selected the set of instruments for ‘Exterior Erector Derrick and Hoist’ and pressed it instead.  The perspective changed a bit with a tri-view of the exterior on three separate sections of the display.  The derrick’s extension was bright red and swung out in response to Cammarry’s gentle nudging of the controls.  The red stood out against both the blues and grays of the permalloy hull, as well as the yellows, taupes, and greens of native Zalia.  It sort of reminded Cammarry of the red sun, which was somewhere behind the habitat, as she could tell from the shadows.  The vista was hard to comprehend as she watched.  It was both mechanical and alien. 
 
    
 
   “We can see the red boom being extended,” Jerome said through the com-link.  “Make sure to keep it stable as I will be landing on its top.”
 
    
 
   “That is one enormous erector,” Monika said.  “We can set down on the flat surface near the hull.”
 
    
 
   “Let me just level it with the world out there.  Inside here the gravity manipulation vectors are different, from on the planet.  The instruments here allow me infinite adjustments,” Cammarry stated.  She made the adjustments, and on the display the boom looked canted, but she knew from the gauges it was level with Zalian gravity.  “Beware when you enter the airlock.  Gravity will be different.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Monika replied.  “I will suit up first, after we land.  You and Jerome can make sure the vehicle is secured.”
 
    
 
   From Cammarry’s vantage point, she could not really tell the size of the crane’s arm until the shuttle came into the picture.  Then she agreed with Monika that the erection appendage of the crane was immense.  Cammarry locked the extension into place and watched as the seemingly small shuttle cruised in from the left side of her left-most display.  
 
    
 
   The boxy shuttle, dull white in color with maroon trim, flew in a steady path toward the derrick.  It slowed a bit, and gases swirled around beneath where its thrusters were pointed.  Cammarry adjusted the magnification on her display and saw the nose of the shuttle where it was marked NS-99.  
 
    
 
   The derrick was wide enough to allow two meters or so on each side of the shuttle as it landed.  Cammarry had locked the derrick’s boom into place.   The thruster vapors curled up and around the derrick as the shuttle descended and came to rest.  
 
    
 
   Quickly reading the list of options on the derrick’s instruments, Cammarry offered, “I have something called, ‘Magnetic Adhesion: Superior’ as an option here. I am engaging that.”
 
    
 
   Sandie chimed in, “The docking clamp and the boom would seal together with that.  I suggest you try it.”
 
    
 
   “I said I was.”
 
    
 
   “Dropping docking clamps now,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry could see the clamp descend from the underbelly of the shuttle.  Jerome had landed it so that its rear hatch was facing toward the hull.  
 
    
 
   “Magnetic Adhesion Superior activated,” Cammarry replied.  She saw the docking clamp suddenly sit upright. 
 
    
 
   “The instruments show the shuttle is secure,” Jerome stated.  “The eagle has landed!”
 
    
 
   “The shuttle’s moniker is ‘Faithful Lightning’ not ‘Eagle’,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   Jerome gave a slight sigh and then said, “Maybe it can be our terrible swift sword?  Monika and I will be coming out.”
 
    
 
   “I am watching from inside here,” Cammarry replied.  
 
    
 
   The back door hatch on the shuttle popped open.  One spacesuited figure emerged.  It was difficult from the distance to tell which one was Jerome and which was Monika.  Both were in the newer-style suits, and were carrying loads of equipment.  They looked odd as they stepped down onto the red boom of the derrick.  Zalia verses the Conestoga, the stark difference in colors were compelling.   
 
    
 
   The lead figure took a first step, and then slid about.  Feet were kicking, and the figure was unstable.  Suddenly, that person in the spacesuit fell to the side, heading for the edge of the derrick.
 
    
 
   “Ayyy!” Monika cried out. 
 
    
 
   “It is slick!” Jerome yelled.  Thudding noise came behind Jerome voice.  “Look out!”
 
    
 
   The lead figure’s armful of items flew in all directions as those arms let go and cartwheeled around.  The second figure tossed the gear into the back of the shuttle, and grabbed a failing arm of the other spacesuit.  The falling person was saved, just as the feet slipped totally out from underneath.  
 
    
 
   “That is better!” Jerome yelled.  
 
    
 
   “Do not let go!” Monika stated.  “Grab on!”
 
    
 
   One arm grabbed the hatch of the shuttle, the other the sliding figure’s arm.  Then they both wrestled, contorted, and skated on the slippery surface.  Arms flailed, legs kicked, and they skittered about.  Swinging from side to side, at one point dangerously hanging just onto the edge.  Then after a frightful scramble, both spacesuited people were sitting in the back of the shuttle.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome good job!” Cammarry yelled out.
 
    
 
   “What?” Jerome replied.  “Do not make fun of me.” He was panting heavily.  “I nearly fell off.  Monika saved me!  Thank you Monika!  Thanks!”
 
    
 
   “You nearly went over the edge, I just grabbed you!” Monika said.  “That is like ice out there.  Good thing these suits have their own gravity manipulation.  Otherwise that fall would have been horrific.  It was scary enough to see you nearly go down and over the edge.”
 
    
 
   Jerome breathed hard, but stated, “Our greatest success is not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall.  We only rise because of our friends!  Thank you Monika!” Jerome responded.  “Besides, it was my stupid idea to shut down the magnetics in our boots.”
 
    
 
   Monika answered.  “We had to do that.  If not, we would be stuck to the derrick like the shuttle is stuck.  There is also a significant wind here.  I did not think to check that either.  Did you see how our equipment flew?  That stuff is lost. The landscape is really weird, and that is a long, long way down to the ground.  Gravity sure pulls hard here.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you again for grabbing me.  I should have checked the conditions.  I assumed our boots would grip.”  Jerome used his bubble helmet to magnify his vision to see the surface of the derrick.  “There is something, some nearly clear, slimy stuff on that.”
 
    
 
   “I could hardly let you fall,” Monika said with relief in her voice.  “You are needed.  We will just find a different way across.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry let out her breath and then realized she had been holding it in.  She searched the controls on the display and arms of the chair.  She noted several that operated winches, but she was unsure where those cables would originate, and how they would affect what was happening.  She said, “Is there some kind of docking line in that shuttle?  You could perhaps shoot it across the distance.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, stay here, but do not go out on that icy stuff,” Monika said.  “I will check and see what we have here.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry watched as the figure in the suit stood.  From the distance it was still hard to tell them apart.  Monika disappeared into the shuttle.  A moment later she returned holding a mechanism.  
 
    
 
   “Portable grappler.  I think it has enough line to reach that airlock door.  There are several handrails next to it.”  Monika aimed the grappler.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry expected some sound, or noise when it fired, but from her perspective, it was silent.  The line shot out but fell rapidly down, falling far short of the target.
 
    
 
   “I did not figure in the extra gravity.  Let me wind it in and try again.  The gravity out here really messes things up.”  Monika activated the recoiling of the line.  When it was ready she fired it again.
 
    
 
   The line shot out and arced up and over, landing just above the airlock door, and dropping along the hull, passing between a handrail and the hull.
 
    
 
   “A perfect shot!  Excellent!  You would be good at ricochet ball,” Jerome congratulated her.
 
    
 
   “Sure, a fine shot,” Cammarry said, but with undertones of contempt.  
 
    
 
   “It is far more important to be able to hit the target than it is to haggle over who pulls a trigger,” Jerome stated tersely.  
 
    
 
   “Of course it is,” Cammarry snapped back.  The way Jerome and Monika were working together irritated her, but she tried to focus on the mission.
 
    
 
   “We are lucky no Crocks are close by.”  Jerome was remembering his very first encounter with the natives of Zalia.  That Crock had been on a platform built up from the ground.  Jerome gestured toward the ground a ways off.  “Some of those floater creatures are off in the distance.”
 
    
 
   “It is so much bigger than Beta!” Monika looked where he pointed.  She then turned and tied off the line.  Snugging it up, it was about a meter off the top of the derrick boom stretching from the shuttle to the airlock.  “I did some ice skating in the winters, back when I was a child.  I will lead us across.  But we need to pack up the supplies.  The cargo nets here will make a suitable bag.”  
 
    
 
   “Good thing I had the Willie Blaster strapped into the holster, it is irreplaceable.  Since the Reproduction and Fabrication facility will not make us weapons.  I did lose a fusion pack, and a data stick reader, and some data sticks.  Not that those things are ever going to work again.”  Jerome helped Monika load up the cargo net, and they tied it together in several places.  Then they tied a loop from the net around the line.  
 
    
 
   “I can release this knot from the far side when we get over there.  Then the line will become the leash for the cargo net.”  She stuck the portable grappler gun into a pouch on the spacesuit.  It barely fit.  “Between the two of us I think we can muscle it over to there.”  Monika patted Jerome on the shoulder.  He did not feel it through the spacesuit, but he saw and appreciated the kind gesture.  “I suggest we sit on our butts and pull ourselves across this icy span.  Lower profile, so less wind will hit us that way.”
 
    
 
   Monika crawled carefully down from the shuttle, spread her legs wide, and sat on the slick surface.  Holding tightly to the line, she scooted out and across the derrick, deliberately and cautiously using her hands to pull herself along.   Jerome followed her example.  It was a slow and careful process, but after some time they had crossed the distance.  
 
    
 
   “Made it!”  Monika cheered.  
 
    
 
   “Good idea to sit down to do it.  Thank you again for saving me back there,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “Are you two coming inside?” Cammarry asked.   
 
    
 
   Monika saw the two controls on the side of the airlock door.  Keeping a tight hold on the handrails, she stood up.  It took a few well-placed and balanced steps to reach the airlock door.  To her orientation, the door was tilted to the left.  She pushed the blue 'Depressurize’ control.  The door to airlock slid open.  Puffs, clouds of vapor, and mist swirled around in an angry way as the gases of Earth dispersed into the gases of Zalia.  Those chemical conflicts were minor, but left an odd residue on the outside of Monika’s bubble helmet.  With her free hand she wiped it away.  Most of the residue fell off, but some bubbled and then dried, and flaked off the clear permalloy.  
 
    
 
   Jerome climbed up beside Monika.  “You did great getting us across here.”
 
    
 
   “You two are not inside yet, so save the praise and congratulations.”  Cammarry snapped the words out before she thought of it.  
 
    
 
   “This feels odd in here.  The gravity vectors are different,” Jerome said, ignoring Cammarry’s comment.  
 
    
 
   “Right.  The Conestoga generates its own gravity manipulation,” Monika replied.  “But you already know that, sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we saw how well the Conestoga’s systems worked in Beta with those gravity sink holes.  The Crocks have some way of wrecking that.  Maybe living in dense gravity like they do gave them a long time to study it?  We have only known about how to alter gravity for a hundred and fifty years or so.”
 
    
 
   Monika snapped the line and the knot she had tied onto the shuttle slipped loose.  “Now to pull the cargo net and our supplies over here.”
 
    
 
   She and Jerome pulled, and the cargo net came slowly across the derrick.  As it got closer and closer, it also was moving toward the edge of the derrick.  
 
    
 
   “If it falls, will the line hold it?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have the end tied off here, and the line should have enough strength, even in this heavy gravity,” Monika replied. “I hope.  Just do not let it pull you over.  You are worth more than any amount of supplies.” 
 
    
 
   The cargo net and their remaining supplies, did not slip off the edge, but it was a close thing.  When the bundle reached them, they pulled it up and into the airlock.  Then Jerome assessed the gauges.  Inside, next to the exterior door were the buttons marked ‘Depressurize’ in blue color and ‘Pressurize’ in rust color.  He pressed the blue button.  
 
    
 
   The lights flashed as the doors closed.  Pumps worked to expel the planet Zalia’s atmosphere from the airlock.   The gauges showed the status of the air around them.  One gauge read ‘Near Vacuum’ and then Jerome pressed the other button.  The cycle repeated, this time bringing the air from inside the Conestoga into the airlock.  Indicator lights signaled when that process was completed, and the door from the airlock to the command chair room had a display which was flashing ‘Atmospheric Harmony Achieved’.  That also showed up on the large display screen in front of Cammarry.   
 
    
 
   “Jerome, there are disassembled parts in here,” Monika said as she turned and looked at the side walls where Cammarry had removed the macroactinide capacitor enhancer.  “That looks to be some kind of generational node for dispersing actinides and neutrinos.  Advanced stuff, the roustabouts seldom worked with technology for the items outside of the biome.  Beta had made planet-fall, and the actual spaceship technology was not quite as important to us.”  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  Is the airlock functional?” Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “Would I direct you here, if it was not?” Cammarry snapped her response.  “Why do you need to ask stupid questions?”
 
    
 
   “All systems are safe now,” SB Sherman stated to Cammarry.  “The airlock has completed its cycle.” 
 
    
 
   “Come on in,” Cammarry said as she stepped over and pressed the appropriate controls to open the door.  Stale odors wafted inside as the door opened, but nothing toxic. 
 
    
 
   Monika and Jerome, clad in their spacesuits, stepped inside.  Jerome popped off the bubble helmet.  “It might be a problem to get back to NS-99, but we are here.”  He smiled widely as he and Monika carried the cargo net of supplies into the room.  They set them down by the mechanisms Cammarry had scattered about.  He eyed that broken mess, but did not comment on in. Instead he looked right at Cammarry.  “I am happy you are safe, and so pleased the teleporter worked for you to get here.”
 
    
 
   “I walked here.  The teleporter took me to Reproduction and Fabrication.  Never mind, we should head out to help Eris,” Cammarry said, rudely turning away from Jerome.  Her face was hard and cold.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your help,” Monika added, despite the frosty reception.  She pulled off the spacesuit, and stepped across the room to the storage area.  She carefully hung up the new-style spacesuit among the others which were there.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry eyed the weapon on Monika’s hip, but said nothing.  She walked out of the room after putting on her own backpack and picking up the AWAD.  
 
    
 
   Jerome saw her leaving and said, “It will take some time to get the supplies unpacked and reloaded.”
 
    
 
   “You have plenty of help with you,” Cammarry said and then marched down the corridor.  “Sandie?  Give me directions to Eris’ location.”
 
    
 
   “It would be more prudent for the three of you to travel together,” Sandie the AI responded.  “The small lattice of compeers in Alpha is rather limited, and SB Sherman does not have each and every door and corridor secured, or even monitored.  You do not want to encounter another trapped door, with a rigged for detonation control pad, or some other improvised snare.”
 
    
 
   “How did you know?” Cammarry said as she kept briskly walking away.  “Oh, I suppose all the antique synthetic brains here told you what they knew.  That trap was set by Carter the Kidnapper, so…”  She wondered about what she was going to say to complete her thought and just held her tongue.  “You are right. I will wait for those other two.”
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman did inform me about the incident with your hand.  That was a regrettable injury, and I am sure it was both physically and emotionally traumatic.  I also reviewed the views from the com-links about that trap.  I conjecture only a low probability it was set there by any synthetic brain.  It is much more likely, 83% probability, that it was set there by human beings.”
 
    
 
   “So we have more human enemies.  No surprise there.  This is Alpha and I imagine those slave traders are still angry, especially if they have learned what I did.”  Cammarry swallowed a few times, hard, and thought about the brief conversation with Eris.  She felt some remorse for cutting off that talk, but then she felt anger about SB Sherman reporting things behind her back.  Emotions rolled inside Cammarry.  “The slave traders might have done it, or it could have been the Ferryman, I suppose.”
 
    
 
   “Did I hear you say the Ferryman?” Jerome asked as he caught up to her.  “I heard what Eris said, and she briefed us a bit, after you stepped out of the discussion.”  He had the Willie Blaster on his belt, and some supplies in a backpack.  The backpack was smaller than the one he usually used.  
 
    
 
   Monika was a few steps behind, and had a slung pouch over her shoulder.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, lead us there.”  Cammarry ordered, but ignored Jerome’s inquiry.  
 
    
 
   The three people walked on, following the guidance provided by Sandie and Alpha’s allied synthetic brains.  Little did they know, others had been listening to the entire thing ever since the dampening field had shut down.  
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, at the stern of the habitat, several decks below the town of Aston, Eris was approaching the corridors which led to Suspended Animation Repository 17A.  She had passed through a bulkhead door, but the hallway beyond was lit only by the occasional emergency, amber colored, lights.  
 
    
 
   “This is the closest spot I can access,” SB Sherman said via the com-link connections Sandie had made.  “I cannot even utilize the speakers here at this door.  The nonphysicality beyond is unreachable, and unreadable by me or any of the other connected systems.  Sorry.”
 
    
 
   “I too cannot offer much from here,” Shadow said to Eris, but only she heard.  “The other contacts have not allowed me to access them fully.  They resist me.  You must stop them.”
 
    
 
   Eris squinted her eyes, trying herself to resist Shadow.  It helped, but not completely.  With her were some of the freed slaves.  Those people had been hiding in the corridors, protected somewhat by SB Sherman.  They were clad in new coveralls, which they had liberated from supply rooms, and had a few tools and knives.  They had two weapons which had been taken from the patrolmen during their escapes; one rifle with seven rounds, and a revolver with six rounds.  Eris was the only one with a more sophisticated weapon.  She had checked the two armories which were along the way.  One had been burned and all that was left were charred and ruined frames of weapons.  The other armory locker had had its doors pried off in some past incident, and all those weapons were missing.  
 
    
 
   “We lack all the proper gear,” Eris whispered to the seven people who were following her.  “But we can take this by surprise.  We need to go forward and check out the next hall. The synthetic brain cannot access that section.  The repository is around the next corner, and thirty meters down that hall.  Wait here while I check it out.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris,” said a man named Inteus, “I will scout ahead.  None of us have implants. The ship barely recognizes us; you are too important to all of us.  I am not a soldier, but I will not be a slave ever again.”  His blue eyes were intense as they met Eris’ golden eyes.  
 
    
 
   “Take Sreeja, Luljeta, and Linda with you.  Linda, you have one of the lamps, but use it only for emergencies.”  Eris motioned to the other freed slaves.  “Watch out for each other.  Sreeja, you be careful.  You have the revolver, but remember, it will cause a loud sound if you use it.  Too much sound or light, and our position will be revealed to the patrolmen.”
 
    
 
   Sreeja, his dark brown skin still showing only partially healed wounds, nodded.  “I understand Captain.  An energy weapon would be quieter, but in hell you use what you have, right?  I never expected to wake up to this nightmare, and I want to save others from these horrors.”  He rubbed a hand over his straight black hair, his black eyes peering at her with strength.  I expected to awake on Tlalocan, not Gehenna.”  He then wiped the sweat off his hand as he raised the revolver. 
 
    
 
   Eris nearly responded by telling him he was lucky to have survived reanimation, as the memories of her own horrific time and the thoughts about the people she had seen die in the repository flashed through her mind.  They were never far from her thoughts, but Sreeja’s time as a slave gave him credibility to speak.  She just nodded at him.  Then she silently prayed for help.
 
    
 
   The four of them slipped ahead, walking quietly and carefully next to the side walls of the corridor.  At the corner Sreeja paused and looked down the cross passage.  He then motioned for the others to follow him.
 
    
 
   “Gilbert, Doreen, and Rodolfo,” Eris looked at the rest of her band of freed slaves. “Stay with me.  We will proceed up to that corner, but keep watch on all sides.  Gilbert, keep the rifle aimed and ready, down that way.”
 
    
 
   Eris pulled out her own weapon, the RSW Model 10, but felt like a hypocrite.  She was not even sure she could shoot someone else, after what had happened when she had fired it.  She mentally prayed for strength, guidance, and safety for the people she was leading. 
 
    
 
   “Should we just wait for those other people who are coming?” Rodolfo asked.  “You said they are better equipped: weapons, communications, and whatnot.”
 
    
 
   “No.  There is no time.  We must secure the repository as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
   As Eris and her group reached the corner, she heard Sreeja call out in a loud voice.
 
    
 
   “Come quickly!  No one else is here.  Hurry!”
 
    
 
   Eris and the others raced around the corner and down the hallway.  The doors to Suspended Animation Repository 17A were closed.  The nine-section color control pad was dark.  Eris placed her hand up against the pad, and it glowed dimly.  
 
    
 
   “Only tertiary power at the door,” Eris announced.  She feared the repository would be in a shambles.  If the primary power was gone, then the auxiliary power would cover it, but if that also failed, then tertiary power would kick-in, but that would not be adequate to sustain the energy-hunger needs of the suspended animation cocoons.  Eris prayed fervently as her mind calculated the potentials for how the doors could be on tertiary power, but the repository remain functional.  She knew it was possible, but the more likely condition would be to find the repository exhausted, and the people inside dead.  Hope came from the conversation she had overheard, but she also knew people could lie, be deceived, or have outdated information.  “Help me get these doors open.”
 
    
 
   Several others grabbed at the doors as Eris punched in a command override code to the weakly glowing control pad.  
 
    
 
   “Security is coming!” Someone yelled from down the corridor.  
 
    
 
   Kablam.  Kablam.  Kablam.
 
    
 
   Bullets from a security automacube zinged around where the people stood near the entrance.
 
    
 
   “Returning fire!” Gilbert shouted.  “Sreeja, aim for the patrolmen!”
 
    
 
   “I am not a soldier!” 
 
    
 
   Bang.  Bang. 
 
    
 
   Bam.  Bam.
 
    
 
   The revolver and rifle fire sounded much less brawny than the weapons from the automacube.
 
    
 
   The control pad accepted the code, and the doors parted partially.  Then there was a negative function sound.  
 
    
 
   “Force them apart!” Someone screamed and placed her hands into the crack between the doors.  Other hands grabbed that spot as well and the crowd wrenched open the doors. Two of the people squirmed inside, one elbowing Eris in the stomach as she did so.  The doors were about a third of the way open. 
 
    
 
   “Come here!” Eris ordered and yelled down the hall.  “We have the doors open now.  Hurry!”  She was standing alone at the repository’s entry.
 
    
 
   Eris looked down the dimly lit hall, and muzzle flashes lit it up as the red automacube, somewhere in the distance fired again.  
 
    
 
   Kablam. Kablam.
 
    
 
   Eris could see that the corridor twisted off to the right, and somewhere beyond her field of vision was the approaching automacube.  In the flash of light as it fired, the two men in the hall were silhouetted.  One was on each side of the hall.  They were slightly protected as they stood in other doorways, where there was a bit of cover, but their positions were tenuous.  They continued to shoot back.
 
    
 
   Bam. Bam.  
 
    
 
   Their muzzle flashes were small and brief.  Not like the huge flash from the automacube.  Eris saw anger and rage on their faces in those brief strobes of light.  
 
    
 
   “I said retreat!  Get back here!” Eris yelled. “Now!” 
 
    
 
   Plop!  Plop!
 
    
 
   Canisters came bouncing down the hall, spinning and spraying a grayish-white fog.  As the canisters settled, they stopped right in the center of the corridor, near the men’s position.  
 
    
 
   Eris watched as the men finally turned to run toward her.  The others had all entered the repository, she and the men were all that remained.  The gas was filling that section of that corridor.  The men were choking and coughing as they scrambled to get away.  The revolver and rifle were held, but not used as the men sought to cover their faces with one hand.    
 
    
 
   That was when Eris saw the red automacube come around the bend.  She aimed her own RSW Model 10 at the machine.  It was not a clear or easy target as she stared down the sights.  The men were running and staggering in the hall, the machine was behind them and gaining on them.  
 
    
 
   Eris hesitated.  If she fired, she might strike one of the men, as they were fumbling and moving in a haphazard manner down the hall.  The billowing foggy smoke of the gas was obscuring some of the things moving behind the men.
 
    
 
   Suddenly, three brilliant lights came on from the front of the automacube  They pierced the fog of gas.  The dazzling beams made Eris squint.   
 
    
 
   “You must stop the corrupt contacts.  Shoot!” Shadow urged.    
 
    
 
   “Come on!” Eris yelled, getting some whiffs of the gas. Her finger increased the pressure on the trigger, as she tried to aim for the automacube.  Yet, still she hesitated.    
 
    
 
   Eeefffuuuuaaaaaam!!!
 
    
 
   Incendiary gel shot from the automacube, overtaking the two men.  The chemical smell was heavy in the corridor. They both screamed even before it was ignited.  
 
    
 
   “No!”  Eris fired the RSW Model 10 and one of the beams of light shattered just before the corridor was engulfed in a raging inferno of flames.  The flames shot from the nose of the automacube and rushed in a wave toward the men, kindling and bursting the gel into a scorching inferno at five hundred degrees. 
 
    
 
   The dying men’s screams escalated and then abruptly stopped. Eris saw them turning black, but then the flames embroiled around them and all that was seen was a wall of fire approaching her.  
 
    
 
   She jumped back and quickly slid into the repository. She slammed her hand against the inside control pad and screamed, “Emergency close!”  The blast from the fire whipped by as the door creaked to a close.  The pack on Eris’ back was seared by the heat, and she ripped it off of her.  Tendrils of smoke rose from it as some of the people standing nearby smacked at it with their hands or flopped it around on the deck to extinguish it.  
 
    
 
   “Gilbert and Sreeja?” someone asked.  
 
    
 
   Eris shook her head and said, “Gone.”  She then turned around and looked at the nine-section color control pad.  It was glowing brightly.  It had been instinct which had caused her to issue the emergency close command, but it had worked.  Looking around, the glow from the control pad was all the light that there was.  The faces of the other people shone up at her in its glow.  The air felt like they were in a large room, and the outside doors had said it was Suspended Amination Repository 17A, but Eris wondered about what they would find.  The stink from her burnt pack was acrid, and unpleasant.  But she could feel ventilation moving that smell away.  
 
    
 
   Eris entered a lock and seal sequence code and said, “Containment seal.  Unlock only by my orders.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative,” a mechanical voice responded.  It was not a voice that Eris recognized.  
 
    
 
   Eris reached down and picked up the RSW Model 10 which she did not even know she had dropped, and holstered it.  She was praying about what she would find when she assessed the repository and was fearful to proceed.  Taking several deep breaths, Eris resolved herself to face whatever was there.  
 
    
 
   “Increase to normal lighting,” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Affirmative, Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia,” the mechanical voice responded.  
 
    
 
   Slowly the lights in the repository came on.  A work station lit up directly across from the entry doors.  A display came on showing a green background with blue symbols.  A chair was sitting neatly in front of the counter.  It all looked pristine as the power came on.  The repository area was about fifteen meters tall, twenty meters wide, and roughly one hundred meters long.  As the lighting came on, there were rows and rows and stacks and stacks of suspended animation cuboids.  They were much more tightly packed together, and stacked much higher than in the small repository where Eris had been in suspended animation.  The indicators on the cuboid cocoons blinked on in a random flickering, but nearly every end caps of every cocoon had a soft light which came on in a gentle amber colored glow.  The amber showed they were fully functional and in homeostasis.    
 
    
 
   Eris fell to her knees and cried out. “Oh praises be!  It is working!”
 
    
 
   The people with Eris were rejoicing as well, until a deep and resounding thud came from the entry door. 
 
    
 
   “Junior Engineer Lorelei Eris Concordia, there are forces attempting to break into Repository 17A.  I am sorry to report that twenty-three of my two thousand cocoons have suffered a malfunction.  The other one thousand nine hundred seventy-seven are all performing as expected.  I grieve for these losses, and have been unable to summon any assistance, or notify any of the habitat authorities or the flight crew.  I cannot access anything outside of the repository, not even the other side of the entry door.  I apologize for not being any more help.  Is there some major crisis?” The mechanical voice asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, a crisis.  In a big way, yes.  And just call me Eris.”
 
    
 
   “She is now Captain of the Conestoga, we have made planet-fall, but not on the right planet!” Linda blurted out.  “Those disgusting criminals have been reanimating us to make us into slaves for the….”  
 
    
 
   “No time now,” Eris softly rebuked Linda.  “Everyone spread out and check all the access points.  Look for doors, ventilation grilles, and anywhere else those patrolmen can get inside here.  We must seal this place off tightly.”
 
    
 
   The mechanical voice interjected, “I am disconnected from the lattice of compeers.  As a flight crew member you should summon security.”
 
    
 
   “That was a bloody security automacube which killed our friends.  Blast it machine, everything has swirled into the toilet!” Inteus shouted.  “Security is who enslaved us!”
 
    
 
   “No,” Eris said at the same time as Inteus.  “That will not work.” 
 
    
 
   “I am confused.  What will not work?”  The mechanical voice then said, “I am certain should my connections be reestablished, I could summon ship’s security.  They would come and quell these criminal activities.”
 
    
 
   “Security is trying to kill us!” Linda shouted.   Others shouted similar things.
 
    
 
   “Eris?  I note the people with you do not have any identification markers.  I am not sure what this means.  Are these people’s claims correct?” the mechanical voice asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Security has been compromised and cannot be trusted.  These people’s identification was surgically removed.  I have implants, as you know, and even now have…” Eris was about to mention the Shadow system, but her throat grew very tight.  She choked and gagged a bit as she tried to breathe.
 
    
 
   “You are not allowed to violate secrecy procedures,” Shadow said to Eris.  “This artificial intelligence system is not authorized to know of me.”
 
    
 
   Several of the people gathered around Eris as she began to turn blue and choke.  
 
    
 
   “Medical assistance is coming,” the mechanical voice stated.  
 
    
 
   A white automacube rolled out from a cubby in the wall.  The people around Eris jumped back, all fearful from their experiences as slaves.  
 
    
 
   “I comprehend,” Eris choked the words out.  
 
    
 
    Suddenly she could breathe again, easily. Color returned to her face, and the spasms quit.  
 
    
 
   The medical automacube, its white boxy body, and multi-jointed arm, were all shiny and new looking.  It rolled up next to Eris.  
 
    
 
   “I am Doctor 232.  You seem to have suffered a choking incident.  You are now having normal respirations.  I assess no other acute health issues.  I advise being careful with foods, and watching for choking hazards.”
 
    
 
   Eris shook her head, and tried to drive the thought of speaking about Shadow from her mind.  “Synthetic brain?” Eris asked.  “Who are you?”
 
    
 
   “Eris, I am Artificial Intelligence Batibat.  I am designed as overseer of Habitat Alpha’s seven suspended animation repositories.  Due to the damage which evidently has severed connections with the lattice and other systems, I am now only able to supervise this repository, because my central memory core is located within its confines. Chronological perception shows that years have passed since those separations happened.  Is that correct?  What is the status of the other six repositories in Alpha?  May I report to AI Van Winkle who is my own supervisor?”
 
    
 
   “Years have indeed passed,” Eris replied.  “I think AI Van Winkle has been terminated. I will work on getting connections.  First, we need to secure that door!”
 
    
 
   Another series of thuds against the door could be heard.
 
    
 
   “I do detect someone attempting an illegal forced-entry through both the front and rear entrances.  Civil unrest is illegal.  I have sealed those doors,” AI Batibat stated.  “They are locked and under your authority.  You are secure.”
 
    
 
   “Secure?  Secure?” Linda yelled out, “They killed two of us in the corridor!  Burned to death!  The Conestoga has separated, and jettisoned all habitats, to make planet-fall!  On the wrong planet!  My repository was opened and we were all made slaves!  They ripped our implants out and put us in shackles!  Slaves!  They made us slaves! Do you hear me?  It was horrific!  Like ancient history!  They just killed you if you did not obey, and then woke someone else up to take your place.  Torture, rape, murder, slavery, it all happened.  Everywhere!  Now they are coming to get us in here.  They will kill us and start over with all these new cocoons!  We are doomed!”
 
    
 
   Eris walked over to Linda and grabbed her in a tight hug.  The older woman resisted at first, but then relaxed into a fit of tears.  Eris handed her to another person standing nearby.  The two moved away as Linda sobbed uncontrollably.    
 
    
 
   Eris directed the others. “We are under attack.  Go and recheck all the doors and entrances.  They cannot hurt us if they cannot get inside here!”
 
    
 
   The AI Batibat spoke, “At launch the Conestoga had 112,200 people in suspended animation.  They were in fifty-six major repositories, seven in each habitat, plus the small repositories in the needle ship.  I am appalled to hear that person’s report of a suspended animation repository being used in such a manner.  That violates core programming directives.  No artificial intelligence or synthetic brain would allow such abuses of our charges.  The personnel committing these crimes way must reported it to the Conestoga authorities.”
 
    
 
   “AI Batibat, many systems were destroyed.  The lattice is down, and I need your help.”  An idea came to Eris.  “AI Batibat, please instruct that medical automacube to re-implant identification trackers with proper markers in these people.  They will tell you who they are, so you enter the information into those implants.  Please trust me in this.  Then, later, I will connect you to a communication system where you might be able to link to Sandie, an AI, which is helping us.  But we must secure these doors!”
 
    
 
   “This news is greatly troubling, but does fit the circumstances as I know them.  However, there is no artificial intelligence system designated Sandie,” the AI Batibat stated.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie’s presence is difficult to explain and we have no time.  Will you implement the identification markers?” Eris asked urgently.
 
    
 
   “Yes, your recommendation on replacing the implants in these people is acceptable.  I have activated all three of the medical automacubes which remained in this repository.  There should be fifteen, but when the links shut down, only three were here and I cannot summon more.  The attempted criminal entries are continuing.  I am not sure how long the locks and seals will hold.”
 
    
 
   Eris considered connecting in the com-link’s cable to the nearest access port, but she did not want to either take the com-link off, leaving herself unable to talk to the others, or make herself physically tied to a single point, as the cable was only about a meter long.
 
    
 
   “Do you have any weapons here?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  Weapons are utilized by the security forces. My protocol is to have secure called for any incidents of this type. Are you certain security cannot be summoned to confront these lawbreakers?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am certain.  It was a security automacube in the corridor which murdered those two men.”  Eris was thinking, and tapped the com-link.  “Sandie?  Have you been following these events?  Should we wake everyone up and overcome the attackers by sheer numbers?”
 
    
 
   “I have been following your situation.  I have no recommendations to augment your choices there,” Sandie replied.  “From what I know of reanimation, to do it properly, it would take considerably longer than the time I conjecture it will take for the doors to be breeched.” 
 
    
 
   Luljeta and Linda huddled together.  Linda was still weeping, but less vigorously.   
 
    
 
   Gilbert, Doreen, Rodolfo, and Inteus came sprinting back.  “We checked all the entry points.  Everything seems secure for now, but by that other door there is quite a lot of hammering and pounding.”  Inteus spoke for the group.  “We thought it best to come back here to be together, if the end comes.”
 
    
 
   “The medical automacubes will reinsert identification implants.  Do that now while you have the chance,” Eris instructed.  “Go over in that lavatory near the gravity conduit.  I will stand guard, and if they break through here, there will be a heavy price to pay.”  She lifted the RSW Model 10, and made a good show of bluster.  After seeing the men get burned to death in the corridor, she felt more confident she could fire at whoever was directing the red automacubes.  In her heart, she prayed for strength.  “Sandie, tell everyone else where we are.  It is quite a spot.”  
 
    
 
   “Eris, Jerome and Monika have docked and are making their way inside.  I will encourage them to proceed to your location with all haste.  I am conjecturing routes to get them to you quickly,” Sandie replied.  “Can you connect me with the artificial intelligence there?  I would have greater ability to help if you did that.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked at the exhausted, terrified, and weak people who had been slaves, then considered her own needs.  “Yes, if it will help.”  She walked over and extended out the cable from the com-link.  She plugged it into the access port near the wall display. “I am limited in my movements here, and exposed if the doors suddenly open.”
 
    
 
   “We are interfacing now,” Sandie stated. 
 
    
 
   Eris stood in the open, the RSW Model 10 pointed right at the doors which were being pounded from the opposite side.   
 
    
 
   “Amazing,” AI Batibat said with traces of awe.  “It is good to be in congress with other systems, even a small lattice like this.  I was unaware of such a system as Sandie.  Interfacing proceeding.”
 
    
 
   Kaboom!
 
    
 
   An explosion racked the doors to the repository. Dust was kicked up from all around and hung in the air. Eris pulled off the com-link and tucked it into a panel on the counter.  It was basically hidden from direct view.  She then dodged into the lavatory where the people and the three white automacubes were.  The automacubes were giving medical care to the newly implanted people.
 
    
 
   Kaboom!
 
    
 
   Another explosion shook the repository.  The doors remained sealed and closed, but the shaking was immense. 
 
    
 
   Eris prayed for help, and aimed her weapon at the doors.  The first thing that came through there would be shot.
 
    
 
   The lights on the gravity conduit pedestal, which sat just outside of the lavatory in a corner of the repository began to flash.  
 
    
 
   “They found a way inside!” Linda screamed and pointed her finger at the gravity conduit podium.  “There!”  
 
    
 
   Eris trained her weapon on the small section at the top of the gravity conduit.  She waiting for something to come out.  It would be shot when it did. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   11 the repository skirmish 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cammarry, Jerome, and Monika were already jogging quickly toward the slideways.  All three were sweating heavily.  The corridors were lit and mostly functioning.  Except for a small group of rats that had been congregating near a public drinking fountain which was leaking a small trickle of water, they had seen no one else.  No people, no automacubes, and no other animals.  The had moved along in silence, the tension around them still thick and heavy.  
 
    
 
   “Eris has encountered the slave masters,” Sandie announced through the com-links.  “People in her group have died, and they are under attack!”
 
    
 
   “Find some way for us to get there sooner!” Cammarry ordered.  
 
    
 
   “Or shut down the attackers!” Jerome added.  “Is it the Crocks?  Did they bring their vehicles inside again?”
 
    
 
   Sandie answered, “There have been no signs of Crocks in Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “Not yet.  I am sure they are coming.”
 
    
 
   “Just shut up about the Crocks, will you?” Cammarry snapped back.  
 
    
 
   “Here is more about the actual attackers. I was only able to see a single security automacube, however I know there are more attackers.  The pattern is consistent with the patrolmen and their security automacubes,” Sandie replied.  “Captain Eris and her group have sealed themselves into the repository.  For the moment they are behind sealed doors.”
 
    
 
   Monika tapped the com-link and spoke quietly, “Sandie?  Is there some way to send more support there?”
 
    
 
   “Hey!  Quit whispering behind my back!” Cammarry turned around and Monika nearly ran into her.  
 
    
 
   “What?” Monika said as she stumbled around Cammarry and came to a stop.  “I was suggesting ways to help.”
 
    
 
   “Leave her alone.  We are all in this together!” Jerome said as he too stopped.  “If you are enraged against me, fine, but leave Monika alone.  You need to calm down.  You will not be punished for your anger; you will be punished by your anger.”
 
    
 
   “My anger?  Who are you to talk about anger?  You are so obsessed with the Crocks, you do not even think straight,” Cammarry yelled.  She stepped over and physically shoved Jerome.  “Yes, I am angry.  I am sick to death of this old ship and its evil ways.  I am sick of trying to help, and getting nowhere!  I came to help Eris, and got attacked by Carter or something!”
 
    
 
   “You could have waited for me.  Besides your hand is healed.  It was not much of an injury anyway,” Jerome responded as he shrugged off Cammarry’s pushing. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry slapped him.  “Yes, I guess my hand is healed up.  Should I check it again?”  Her hand was raised for a backslap.
 
    
 
   Jerome’s cheek was bright red from the blow.  He clenched and unclenched his fists.    
 
    
 
   “Stop it!  Both of you!” Monika said with authority.  “No one is helping Captain Eris by fighting here.  You call me primitive and backward?  Sandie?  How can we get to Eris as soon as possible?”
 
    
 
   “You are already on the fastest route,” Sandie replied.  “I must agree with Monika.  Jerome and Cammarry, your interpersonal conflict is hindering this mission.  Physical abuse is never acceptable, and your emotional abuse of each other is destructive.”
 
    
 
   “So straighten up Jerome!  Quit provoking me.” Cammarry glared at him, and he equally stared her down.  The hostility was hot.
 
    
 
   “You are the one who runs off alone and gets into trouble!  Do not blame me for your bad decisions!” Jerome retorted.  “Same arm, different injury, same careless choices.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry shook in fury, but did not slap Jerome again.  
 
    
 
   Monika then looked at the AWAD slung across Cammarry’s back.  She asked, “Sandie?  That weapon Siva and Peter made, can it be quickly produced by Reproduction and Fabrication?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry broke the eye contact with Jerome and jeered at Monika.  “That place refuses to make weapons, or are you too stupid to remember that?”
 
    
 
   “I am trying to help Eris. That AWAD is not a lethal weapon.  It has no effect on people,” Monika said through tight lips.  “Sandie, I know Siva had the schematics and plans loaded up, it is built from standardized parts, even though it is a prototype.  Will SB Bodowa make the AWADs?”
 
    
 
   “I can ask.  The worst that can happen is it will just say no,” Sandie replied.  A moment later Sandie added, “Five Advanced Widget Automacube Disabler projectors are being fabricated.  I had to slightly rename the weapons, so they were considered tools.  They will be shipped to Captain Eris’ location.  I found Siva’s schematics, and presented it under the category of ‘remote deactivation tool’. SB Bodowa accepted it.  Estimated time of arrival nineteen minutes.  Excellent thinking, Monika!”
 
    
 
   “Oh sure, she is the bright one.  She stays with Jerome while I am imprisoned at the Special Care Unit.  Maybe I would have been free sooner, and Beta would not be gone kaput if she had not done all that excellent thinking then too?”  Cammarry’s words were vilely spewed out.  
 
    
 
   Monika was afraid Cammarry would strike her, but the comment about Beta’s demise struck hard.  Beta was her home, and virtually all she knew was gone.  Instead of retaliating against Cammarry’s anger, she turned away.  “Sandie is there any way for us to send our weapons to Eris from anywhere close?”
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately no.  The faster you get there physically the higher my conjectures for a successful outcome,” Sandie relied.  “I was barely able to force open a single connection via the gravity conduit from Reproduction and Fabrication to Repository 17A and only by linking with SB Sherman, SB Yomaris, and SB Bodowa.  The nonphysicality around Eris’ location is difficult to probe and repair.”
 
    
 
   “So we must get there ourselves.”  Monika began to trot along the route.  She neither cared nor looked back to see if Jerome or Cammarry were following her.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In Repository 17A, Eris aimed her weapon at the gravity conduit.  The instrument lights on the platform blinked in a sequence showing a Machine Maintenance override code. The permalloy on the top of the platform dilated and the opening was revealed.  
 
    
 
   Kaboom! 
 
    
 
   Another explosion shook the entry doors, and one of them rattled as something was shaking it from out in the corridor.  Eris involuntarily glanced at it, momentarily taking her eyes from the gravity conduit platform.  The door appeared to hold in place, but the seams along one side were stretched and buckled.  
 
    
 
   Looking back, Eris saw something rising up on the cushion inside the conduit.  It was an olive-drab color with a tubular extension.
 
    
 
   “Military automacube!” Eris yelled as her mind connected the color of the object to the only thing she knew which matched it.  “Get inside the lavatory, lock the doors!  I will hold it off as long as I can!”  She aimed and prepared to fire as the object rose from the conduit. 
 
    
 
   It was not the manipulation appendage of a military grade automacube.  That type machine would have been too large for the conduit, but Eris’ mind was spinning from all the conflict.  Rise up was a stack of five tubular objects, each seventy centimeters long, with a thick insulated tiller into which the tubes were set.  Each tiller was close to fort centimeters long.  Under the tube was a sliding lever, just in front of the trigger assembly.  
 
    
 
   Eris pulled up the barrel of her RSW Model 10, then holstered it.  She raced to the gravity conduit.  The devices were unfamiliar to her, but were clearly some sort of tool, or a weapon.  Eris grabbed them off the gravity conduit’s platform, and the instrument light then shut off.  There were five of the devices, which she unpacked and spread across the deck.  Each was identical, and ready to use.  Small indicator lights showed on the tiller, or stock.    
 
    
 
   Looking at the side of the device, Eris read the inscription, ‘AWAD: Advanced Widget Automacube Disabler’ which was stamped onto the side of the tiller or stock. It had a simple cocking lever slung beneath the barrel, and a trigger assemble.  Her engineering mind understood how to use it, but was not sure of the effect it would have. The name was new.  
 
    
 
   Kaboom!
 
    
 
   The doors to the repository caved in under the latest explosion.  Eris grabbed up one AWAD, spun about and fired at the now open doorway.  
 
    
 
   Waap!
 
    
 
   Eris could feel someone come and stand next to her, one of the former slaves, but she did not look away.  There were tendrils of smoke snaking up from the broken door, which now lay crumpled on the deck.  The darkness of the corridor showed nothing there.  
 
    
 
   Someone patted Eris on the shoulder and she moved forward cautiously.  She considered calling out to AI Batibat, but did not want to give away where she was.  She longed for the com-link but that was still plugged into the access port.  As she got to the door, the smell of burned flesh, chemicals, and residue from the explosives wafted past her.  She nearly gagged.  Peering carefully around the corner, she looked down the corridor.  A red automacube was sitting next to the wall.  Its manipulation arm was slumped down, hanging like a wet rag.  Eris knew that was not a typical position for the arm, and it gave her some hope.  She squatted down and then crawled out.  She crept along, keeping as low to the deck as possible, but carrying the AWAD.  The inert automacube was before her, and the other end of the corridor was in gloom and obscurity.  
 
    
 
   “I told you Frankie!  You fat head!  You sent that cubie in too close to the blast.  You need to wait until after the explosions go off.  Dunderhead!  Just count to ten, then send them in.” A male voice came out of the gloom.  “Now that cubie has got itself blasted.”
 
    
 
   “Oh get off, and chew some lek.  I did wait and count.” A female voice answered.  “Chief Bernice taught us all about that.  I follow instructions.”
 
    
 
   “So come with me now.  I told the Parson we already had this place, guess we better hurry.  Maybe something else is wrong with that cubie. It has not gone anywhere since that last blast.”
 
    
 
   Two blurry figures approached out of the gloom.  They were carrying rifles, but in a lackadaisical manner.  
 
    
 
   BLAM.  BLAM.
 
    
 
   A weapon went off right next to Eris.  She looked over and Inteus was kneeling there.  He was firing her very own RSW Model 10.  Eris looked back down the corridor, and both the figures had slumped to the floor.  Cries of anguish, as well as choking and coughing, were coming from their stricken bodies.  
 
    
 
   “Got you!” Inteus yelled wildly and raced forward.  
 
    
 
   Eris leaped up and noted the other freed slaves were around her, four of them carrying the other AWADs.  She raced after Inteus.  
 
    
 
   “Wait!” Eris called out, but Inteus ignored her.  
 
    
 
   Inteus stood over the two fallen people, who Eris now saw were dressed in patrolmen uniforms.  He reached down and grabbed one of them by the hair and lifted her head.  
 
    
 
   “Try to make me a slave again?”  Inteus screamed in a hysterical frenzy.  
 
    
 
   BLAM.  He fired the RSW Model 10 right into the eye of the patrolman.  The back of her head exploded, spraying red mush all over the wall.  The other patrolman tried to crawl away, but he was already shot in the gut and could only kick his legs ineffectively.  
 
    
 
   “So you were trying to make me a slave too?”  Inteus bawled.  
 
    
 
   BLAM.  He fired again, and the second patrolman ceased trying to crawl away.  
 
    
 
   Eris reached Inteus just as he was starting to run down the hall.  She grabbed him and shook him.  
 
    
 
   “Wait!  That is my weapon!” Eris demanded.  
 
    
 
   “You took out the automacube! I was taking out the trash!” Inteus cried out and laughed.  “They are not so tough now!”
 
    
 
   She grabbed the RSW Model 10 from his hands and struck it back in her holster.  She secured it down with a strap.  Just then the others came up to her.
 
    
 
   “Sure Captain, take back your weapon,” Inteus said with a big grin.  “I understand!”  He reached down and grabbed one of the rifles dropped by the now dead patrolmen.  He wiped the blood off of it and held it ready.  “I have a replacement already!  Good job Captain!”
 
    
 
   Eris silently prayed for guidance.  
 
    
 
   “We have those weapons you got for us Captain,” Luljeta said to her. 
 
    
 
   Eris turned and saw that Luljeta, Linda, Gilbert, and Doreen all carried the AWADs.  They all looked nervous, but alert, casting glances in all directions.  
 
    
 
   “There are two entry points to the repository.  If we are all out here, our enemies might be getting inside,” Eris stated with as much command in her voice as she could muster.  “Inteus, come with me.  The rest of you go back to where the doors were breached.  Use these new AWADs against any automacube that approaches.  Do not let anyone accept us come in that door.”  She reached down and picked up the other rifle.  It was not blood soaked.  She handed it to Doreen.  “Only defend the repository.  But remember, we will be coming back this way.  If Inteus and I can sneak around to the other entrance, we might be able to knock out the attack there as well.”  Eris was uncertain of who to send where, but she did not trust Inteus to be out of her sight.  She turned to him.  “Inteus?  Will you follow my commands?” 
 
    
 
   “Sure Captain.  I just will never be a slave again.  I showed them, right?” he replied.  He was bouncing on his feet and looking from side to side quickly.  “I have my identification back, and now I am armed.  Revenge is so good.”
 
    
 
   Eris grabbed him with her free hand and squeezed hard.  “I understand your feeling, but listen to me!  All the people inside there, nearly two thousand of them, need us to do this smart.  They are depending on us, and do not even know it.  I am depending on you.  Please obey my commands, and we will win.”
 
    
 
   “Right Captain.  Right!”  Inteus took some deep breaths, and then said again.  “Right Captain.  Right.  I am your man!”
 
    
 
   “Good.  Now, we will quietly sneak around to the other entry.  I want to line up a shot with the AWAD.  If they hear us coming the automacubes will shoot or burn the whole corridor.”
 
    
 
   A crackling sound came from one of the dead bodies.  Then a voice came from some type of audio transceiver.  “Hey Frankie and Meredith, I cannot get a response from your cubie.  What is your status?”
 
    
 
   Eris picked up the transceiver, taking it from the belt of one of the patrolmen.  Eris tried to not look at the mangled, bloody, oozing stump of a head which was all that remained above her neck.  
 
    
 
   “Frankie?  Meredith?  Are you there?” the voice asked again.  “Those two are probably off getting their jollies.  I told that Bernice not to pair them together, but no, they go off alone with their lek and leave me to do the work.  No one listens to me.  No sir, no way.”  The transmission ended.  
 
    
 
   “Come on, but be very very quiet,” Eris said.  She pocketed the transceiver.  Then she said to Inteus, “Do not shoot without my permission.  Understood?”
 
    
 
   “Right, sure, Captain.  Right.” Inteus responded ever so quickly.  
 
    
 
   They hustled along the dim corridor until they reached a junction.  Eris had been counting the paces, and figured they were at the end of the repository.  While there had been no doors to her right, which was the wall along the repository, there had been a few doors on the other side of the corridor.  None of those doors opened to her presence, and the few color control pads they had passed were all dark and not powered.  Only the occasional lights in the ceiling offered illumination.  No other voices had come from the transceiver.  When they got to the cross passageway, the smell of explosives was again in the air, this time coming from their right.  
 
    
 
   Eris gestured to Inteus to be quiet.  She peered around the corner. Down the hall where two patrolmen.  They were standing and looking away from Eris.  Beyond them could be seen the other entrance to Suspended Animation Repository 17A.  The doors were charred from numerous explosions, but were still intact.  A red automacube was placings some charges up against the seams of the door.  It then used its drive wheels to roll back and away from the doors toward the patrolmen.  
 
    
 
   Kaboom!  
 
    
 
   The explosion’s noise echoed up the corridor, and both patrolmen held their hands over their ears.  Their rifles were slung across their backs.  
 
    
 
   “Those are who would enslave us!” Inteus said rather too loudly.  
 
    
 
   Eris grabbed him and pushed him back around the corner while she put her hand across his mouth.  “Hush, right now!” She stared into his eyes, and he nodded.  She thought the echoes had probably covered his words, but Eris did not want to risk exposure.  
 
    
 
   “I will knock out the automacube, and then we deal with the patrolmen,” Eris instructed.  
 
    
 
   He nodded again and she removed her hand from over his mouth.   
 
    
 
   Eris got the AWAD into her hands, cocked the lever, checked the indicator lights, and then squatted down and duck-walked around the corner.  The red automacube was beyond the patrolmen, heading back toward the door.  At the end of its manipulation arm was what she assumed as another explosive charge.  
 
    
 
   Waap!  Eris fired the AWAD.
 
    
 
   The patrolmen heard the discharge, and spun around.  The automacube stopped, but then spinning its left three wheels clockwise, and the right wheels in the reverse direction, the machine quickly rotated around in its own length.  It then charged toward them.
 
    
 
   “What? Missed?”  Eris muttered to herself.  “Or out of range?”
 
    
 
   Both patrolmen quickly unslung their rifles, dropped to a prone position, and began firing.  
 
    
 
   Bam.  Bam.  Bam.
 
    
 
   Eris ducked around the corner just before the bullets struck where she had been squatting.  It was a near thing, as they zinged off the permalloy of the walls, flying into the ceiling and deck.  
 
    
 
   Eris motioned for Inteus to move back away from the corner, as she heard the engines on the red automacube growling with increased power.  She cocked the AWAD again, but wondered if it was a single-use-only item, or if the other automacube had been damaged by the explosions and not by the AWAD.  The indicator light on the weapon showed it was read to be deployed again, but Eris was uncertain what would happen.  Looking down the long corridor, she doubted they could sprint fast enough to escape.
 
    
 
   “You run!  I will wait here and slow it down,” Eris said.  “Warn the others and see if you can protect the repository!  Go!”
 
    
 
   Inteus looked at her sternly and shook his head.  “Nope.  You are the Captain!  I will never be a slave again!”  He dashed across the hallway running perpendicular to the passage where the automacube was approaching.  He fired the rifle sideways as he ran.
 
    
 
   The exchange of fire was immense. 
 
    
 
   Blam.  Bam. Blamo. Blam. Blam. Bang. Boom. Bang.
 
    
 
   Bing-bam. Babang!
 
    
 
   The firefight raged on. Bullets flew from Inteus’ rifle as well as from the guns of the automacube and the two patrolmen.  Projectiles zipped across and around Inteus as he ran, then dove for the cover of the corridor across the hall.  With a rolling dive he made it behind cover, with just a slight graze to his left leg.  The clothing was shredded, but the bullet had only burned a line across his thigh, not punctured his flesh.  
 
    
 
   “Now you run!” Inteus yelled.  
 
    
 
   Eris retreated about five meters to a doorway where she could hunker down a bit.  It was little cover, and less concealment, but she would not abandon Inteus.  She pulled out her RSW Model 10 and set it on the deck where she could quickly grab it, then lined up the AWAD again.  
 
    
 
   Bang.  Bang. 
 
    
 
   Inteus was kneeling next to the corner firing down the hallway.  Some ricochet sounds proved he was striking the security automacube, but Eris doubted the power of the rifle to do much serious damage to it.  
 
    
 
   The transceiver in Eris’ pocket cracked with a message.  “Frankie and Meredith!  You fools stop messing around and answer me! A cursed slave’s got a gun and is shooting at us.  Send your automacube down the side hallway. Order the cubies to take the slave alive!” A male voice called out.  “I must know where that slave got a gun.  The plantations need the slaves back!  The Parson is going to be so mad.  Hurry!”  
 
    
 
   The red automacube entered the junction and turned away from Eris’ direction and toward where Inteus was squatting.  He was firing as rapidly as he could into the machine, some of the bullets missing and flying down the corridor where Eris was squatting.  
 
    
 
   Waap!  Eris fired the AWAD again.
 
    
 
   The red automacube’s drive wheels froze in a lock position, and it skidded on the deck.  Its weapon muzzles popped with a final strike and the last bullet misfired in the short barrel.  The manipulation arm on its top flipped backward into a travel position and snapped in place.  Then it was still.
 
    
 
   “Hurrah!” Inteus screamed out and charged around the corner, sidestepping the now impotent machine.  
 
    
 
   Eris cried out, “Wait!  The patrolmen!”
 
    
 
   Blam.  Bang.  Bam. Blam. Bang. Bam. Bam.
 
    
 
   Raging gunfire sounded from the hallway from three different guns.  Eris dropped the AWAD, grabbed the RSW Model 10 and rushed up to peer around the corner.
 
    
 
   “Oh, dear God!” Eris cried and raced down the hallway.  
 
    
 
   Three bodies lay spread on the floor, not ten meters apart.  The dim lights were not directly over them, but in the gloom she could see they were all writhing about on the deck.  As she got close to them, the nearest was not Inteus, as she expected, but was one of the patrolmen.  Eris kicked the rifle away from him as he stretched for it with one hand, while squeezing his ruined knee with the other.  He also was bleeding from his side.  
 
    
 
   “Inteus!” Eris yelled as she approached the man in the middle.  He was face down on the deck, his legs kicking and looking like they were still trying to run.  
 
    
 
   The other patrolman struggled to stand up, and he looked about for his lost rifle.  He was very unsteady on his feet.  
 
    
 
   Eris pointed the RSW Model 10 at him, and her hand shook.  
 
    
 
   “I surrender!” the patrolman said and blood dribbled down his mouth as he did.  “Do not shoot me again.”  His one arm hung limply at his side.  His eyes grew huge as he looked at the pistol in Eris’ trembling hand.  “Commander?”  Some type of recognition shone in his eyes as he stared at the RSW Model 10.    
 
    
 
   The transceiver crackled in Eris’s pocket.  “Chief!  Chief! We have been ambushed.  Slaves with guns!  By the repository! Jefferson and I are all shot up!”
 
    
 
   Eris turned to the other patrolman and saw he was speaking on the transceiver.  She rushed over and kicked it out of his hand.  He fell to the deck and groaned out in pain.  Across his bloody uniform breast was the name, ‘Mustafa’ in black.  Eris heard footsteps behind her as the patrolman, Jefferson, ran away as fast as his injured body could carry him.
 
    
 
   She spun about and aimed the RSW Model 10 at the fleeing and limping figure.  “Halt!” She yelled.  “Halt, I say!”  She sighted down the barrel and lined up the target.  “Halt!”
 
    
 
   Jefferson darted into an open passageway and was away.  Eris had a chance to shoot him, but she could not get her finger to squeeze down on the trigger.  She turned back to the patrolman on the floor.  “You stay where you are!” She ordered.  There might have been a nodding of his head, but Eris was unsure.  She stepped back to Inteus, whose legs were now feebly moving about.  She squatted down and turned him over.  
 
    
 
   “I got them…. Captain… so no one else becomes a slave… I got them…” Inteus slurred through his words.  Blood was all over his clothing.  
 
    
 
   “You did great!” Eris said.  “Hold on, help is coming.”  She again wished she had her com-link, but she stood up and looked down the hallway.  It was a long way to run back down, turn the corner where the broken automacube was, and then gallop down to the other entrance.  Instead, she turned to look the other way.  The second entrance was much closer and she rushed to it.  
 
    
 
   The door was heavily charred and dented from the explosions and attempted forced entry. The nine-section color pad was missing, having been blown off.  She pounded on the door. “This is Eris!  Let me in!  Inteus is wounded out here!  Oh please hear me!” She prayed fervently as she pounded on the door.  “I am Eris!”
 
    
 
   The one side of the double door shook a bit.  It then creaked and groaned as it slid part way open.  Eris thrust her head into the opening and yelled.  “Get a medical automacube out here immediately!  Bring me my com-link!”  She tried to squeeze though the opening, but the door was jammed in its frame.  
 
    
 
   AI Batibat responded, “Medical services are being sent.  That door is inoperative.”
 
    
 
   “Just hurry!  Inteus is dying!”
 
    
 
   Eris went back to Inteus.  His breathing was labored and ragged.  She sat down and set his head in her lap.  That seemed to help his breathing a bit.  He smiled weakly at her.  “This is not how I thought Tlalocan would be.  Our new home… cannot have slavery or evil… right Captain?”
 
    
 
   “Hush now,” Eris said as she looked into his face.  His blue eyes were tired.  His face was lined, and he looked about the same age as her own father.  Even though Inteus’ complexion was much lighter, and even paler from the loss of blood, he somehow reminded Eris of her dad.  She kissed him gently on the forehead.  “Help is coming.”
 
    
 
   “I am… a human services… specialist.  I never… thought people… would be so corrupt.”  Inteus looked up at her.  His blue eyes pleading into her own golden eyes.  “Why did they do it?”
 
    
 
   “Evil is in every human heart. It is just waiting to come out,” Eris said.  “We must stand against it.  Hush now, the medical automacube is here.”
 
    
 
   Eris saw the automacube stop next to the patrolman, and she barked out a command.  “Treat this person first.”
 
    
 
   “Standard protocol for mass causality incidents is to assess and triage the victims,” the automacube responded.  “I am following that…”
 
    
 
   “Treat this man first, Captain’s orders!  Override all protocols!”
 
    
 
   The automacube rolled up to Inteus, and said, “I am Doctor 232.  I will be treating your injuries.”  The manipulation arm began to quickly assess the wounds.  A bright light turned on from the automacube and flooded the hallway with illumination.  Bullet marks were all over the walls, ceiling, and deck.  Not that the permalloy was dented, but the projectiles had left reside from themselves as they struck the ultra-hard metal.  Eris tried to look at those things, rather than the pools of blood from the massive injuries.  
 
    
 
   A second white automacube rolled up. “I am Doctor 97.  May I treat the second victim?  Or do you want me to follow the blood trail and attempt to locate the third victim?”
 
    
 
   “Take care of this one,” Eris said.  “He is a criminal, so watch him closely.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  Has security been notified?” the white automacube asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am security.  I am the Captain.”  Eris stormed away, her mind cluttered with conflicts about why she could not shoot the fleeing patrolman, and if she should even have wanted to do so.  
 
    
 
   While the automacubes provided medical care to the two injured men, Eris walked back up the hall and collected her AWAD.  While she slung it over her shoulder, Linda came running up from the other entrance.  
 
    
 
   “I have that com-link,” Linda said, breathlessly.  “This is not familiar technology, but I am social status lawyer, and not an engineer like you.”
 
    
 
   Eris thanked her, and really took notice of her now.  Linda was in better control of her emotions, although she was still nervous.  Petite with green eyes, and short blond hair, she had a multi-tool strapped on her belt, and another AWAD across her back.  She kept looking down the various halls and doorways.   
 
    
 
   “A lawyer?  Really?” Eris was surprised.
 
    
 
   “That was my training, but when they woke me up, I was put to work in their lek fields.  Miserable work. I am thankful you killed all of them,” Linda said, but fingered the strap which held the AWAD.  “What now Captain?”
 
    
 
   “Let me find out.  For now, you head back to the repository, and keep alert.  The automacubes will be bringing Inteus and the wounded patrolman back to the repository.  We need to find a way to shut that entrance.”
 
    
 
   Linda grabbed the strap she had been fingering and gripped it mightily.  “They are not all dead?  I thought Inteus was the only one hurt, I saw you up and about.  One of them is still alive out here?”  Linda spun about.  “Where?”
 
    
 
   Eris grabbed her gently.  “Thank you for bringing the com-link.  Hurry back into the repository.  I will make sure you are safe.  Go along.”
 
    
 
   Linda nodded quickly.  “Back in there.  Oh, I, well, that is what I will do.  I am free now.”  She turned and ran away as fast as she could.  
 
    
 
   Eris put the com-link on and tapped it three times for a private channel. 
 
    
 
   “Hello Eris,” Sandie stated.  “It is heartwarming to hear from you.  I was concerned after you left the repository.  From the visual images I am now seeing, there was a firefight.  How are you?”
 
    
 
   “I am exhausted, and frightened, but not as badly as these former slaves,” Eris replied as she walked back to where the automacubes were working. The patrolman was on his back with a breathing apparatus over his face, while the automacube was suturing a large injury in his side. Inteus was sitting up, but still was very pale.  He had infusions running into him from the other automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Captain, this automacube says I need to go to the hospital, but it cannot make contact with the medical facilities in Aston,” Inteus stated.  “The slave holders control Aston.  Please do not let it take me there.”  
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Both these patients should be admitted to the hospital for completion of their care,” the mechanical voice of the white automacube Doctor 232 stated.  
 
    
 
   “Take both patients into the repository, immediately,” Eris ordered.  She prayed and then had an inspiration come to her.  “There are additional criminals in this area, and transport is not safe right now.  Work with AI Batibat to see about putting this criminal into suspended animation until hostilities cease.”
 
    
 
   There was a slight pause.  Then the medical automacube responded, “That is a highly unusual request, but if the hospital is inaccessible, we agree.  Transport will take place immediately.”
 
    
 
   As the automacubes carefully packed up the wounded patrolman, Mustafa, and Inteus, Eris kept watch.  She listened as Sandie explained what was happening to Monika, Jerome, and Cammarry.  Those three were moving rapidly toward the repository, but were not speaking to each other.  Each was having a private interaction with Sandie through the com-links, but they were not discussing anything with each other.  Jerome was inventing scenarios and methods of fighting the Crocks.  Cammarry was listening to classical music.  Monika was discussing her pregnancy feelings and ideas, and had linked to an audio session with the Doctor Chambers simulation.   
 
    
 
   “They have their own conflicts,” Eris replied as Sandie related the general details, but no confidential specifics.  
 
    
 
   “Indeed, conflicts come in a myriad of forms,” Sandie answered.  “Your own conflict here was intense and traumatic.”
 
    
 
   The two wounded men were then being placed into separate uninflated trauma stretchers.  Inteus had resisted a bit, but the automacube had sedated him, and then he was more cooperative.  The trauma stretchers were then filled with enough gas to protect the wounded and stabilize their bodies for transport.  Then gravity nullification was applied so the stretchers could be carried between the two automacubes.  The stretchers had the capability for inducing suspended animation, but for the short journey into the repository the medical automacubes had decided that was not medically prudent.  Tubing, monitors, and other medical apparatus kept the treatments going for the men while the automacubes lifted them in the stretchers.  
 
    
 
   “We are proceeding to the repository, as directed,” Doctor 232 stated with its mechanical voice.  “I have continued to attempt to contact the hospital facility in Aston without success.  Has security arrived to protect our operations here?”
 
    
 
   “I told you, I am serving as security now,” Eris stated.  
 
    
 
   “It is highly unusual for engineering flight crew personnel to serve as security,” Doctor 232 stated.  
 
    
 
   “It is highly unusual for a repository to be physically bombed and attacked, so get these men inside there now!” Eris was irritated and uncertain of what would happen when other red automacubes or patrolmen came and continued the attack.  ‘Can I shoot someone?’ Eris prayed about that in silence.  
 
    
 
   The white automacubes carried the wounded men down the hall, past the inert automacubes, and along the burned corridor to the doorway where the doors were crushed.  
 
    
 
   The freed slaves were watching, some aiming the AWADs at the medical automacubes.  Eris then remembered that there were perhaps three rifles still in the blood-soaked hallway.  She knew they would need to collect those to continue the defense of the repository.  
 
    
 
   “Wait!” Linda yelled as the first automacube rolled into the repository.  “Which one is Inteus?  He is one of us.”
 
    
 
   “You mean that other is a patrolman?” Rodolfo asked incredulously.  “Brought in here?”
 
    
 
   “She ordered it!” Linda said and pointed an accusing finger at Eris.  “She never was a slave.”
 
    
 
   “But she is the Captain,” Doreen muttered.  “Right?  Part of the flight crew.”
 
    
 
   Linda stepped over and pulled back part of the covering on the closest inflatable stretcher.  “This is Inteus, take him in.”
 
    
 
   The white automacube moved ahead.  
 
    
 
   The other medical machine stated, “Please do not hinder transport.  This patient needs to be stabilized.”
 
    
 
   “A patrolman?” asked Luljeta. “Not in here.  They ruined the other repositories, take him away.”
 
    
 
   “Please clear the way,” Doctor 97 said in its mechanical voice.  “This patient needs continued medical care.”
 
    
 
   Eris raised her voice.  “AI Batibat can put him in suspended animation until he can be safely taken to the hospital.”
 
    
 
   “No, no, no!” Gilbert said in rage.  “No patrolman in a cocoon.  Not after what they did.  No!”
 
    
 
   The others started to holler and yell out their agreements.  The artificial intelligence system, Batibat was saying something but it was lost in the melee of voices.  
 
    
 
   “They made us slaves!”
 
    
 
   “They killed my friends!”
 
    
 
   “I was raped!”
 
    
 
   The former slaves pushed around past the stretcher carrying Inteus, and roughly surrounded the other stretcher.  
 
    
 
   “Stop!” Eris yelled. “Halt!” In her mind she thought of the fleeing patrolman.  
 
    
 
   Doreen shoved Eris to the side, while she spewed out a litany of the sins she had witnessed.  “…and they made us work drying that drug lek! Right after beating three people to death!”
 
    
 
   Linda grabbed the stretcher and ripped it away from the automacube.  Tubing, cables, and monitors disconnected from the patient, and the machine.  The gravity nullifiers lost power, and the stretcher fell hard to the floor.  
 
    
 
   Hands and arms flew down upon the man in the stretcher.  Pounding, beating, and tearing at him.  Curses rang out from various voices, and eyes bulged as grimaces of anger shown on their faces.  Part of the stretcher tore loose.  
 
    
 
   BLAM
 
    
 
   Eris fired her RSW Model 10 into the ceiling.  The sound momentarily stopping the mob’s attack.  
 
    
 
   “Listen to me!  We are not animals!  We will not stoop…”  Eris tried to interject, but petite Linda rammed an elbow into Eris’ stomach.  She doubled over in pain as all her air rushed from her lungs.  Rodolfo swatted her arm with his fist, knocking the RSW Model 10 down and away.  It clattered on the floor.  Eris dropped to her knees.    
 
    
 
   “The patrolmen all deserve death!” Doreen cried out.  “This one right here and right now!”
 
    
 
   With a frenzy they tore the man, Mustafa, out of the stretcher.  Despite the horrific pain he was feeling, he became momentarily conscious.  His eyes met Eris’s eyes, but then some fingers dug into his face.  Mustafa’s mouth opened to scream, but it was muffled by more blows to his face and head.  
 
    
 
   “Stop it!” Eris tried to call out and get up, but she was kicked away. 
 
    
 
   Fists came crashing down.  Fingers grabbed into eyeballs and tore them away.  Blood splattered around as the mob let loose its collective rage, anger, and built-up frustrations. 
 
    
 
   AI Batibat sounded warnings, “You are being recorded and security will be notified!” 
 
    
 
   No one paid any attention to it at all. 
 
    
 
   The white automacube, Doctor 97, was tipped onto its side when it tried to intervene.  It was calling out requests for calm, then for security, and then was silent. 
 
    
 
   After only a few moments, the patrolman named Mustafa was dismembered and his steaming body spread across the floor in front of the ruined doors. Eris grabbed the RSW Model 10, and tucked it under her body as she crawled away from the carnage. 
 
    
 
   “The patrolmen had rifles!” Linda cried out.  Those weapons must be in the hall.  We can kill them all.  Follow me!”  She raced into the hall.  The AWAD was on her back, blood dripping from her fingers and teeth.  
 
    
 
   “To Aston!” One of the others cried and followed along, dropping part of the dead patrolman’s arm.    
 
    
 
   Before Eris could know fully what had happened, it was over.  Linda, Luljeta Gilbert, Doreen, and Rodolfo raced away in a hysterical, horrific, homicidal rage.  
 
    
 
   Only Inteus remained.  He was still sedated, sealed inside the inflated trauma stretcher.  
 
    
 
   Eris laid on the floor of that repository and wept.  It was yet another repository where death had visited instead of reanimation and life.  She cried.  She prayed.  She mourned.  
 
    
 
   Despite Sandie’s words in the ear of her com-link, finally the load of weariness, infuriation, and exasperation overcame her.  She fell into a nightmare-filled sleep.  
 
    
 
   ***  
 
    
 
   Several hours later, the pounding of footsteps echoed into the burned corridor outside of Suspended Animation Repository 17A.  Eris stirred to wakefulness.  Blinking her eyes, she recognized she was on a suspended animation cocoon table which had been extended out from one of the cuboids.  She slipped off of it, and looked around.  Her gear was neatly stacked, clean, and waiting on a small stand next to her.  Grabbing the RSW Model 10, she pointed it toward the caved-in doorway.  
 
    
 
   Three medical automacubes were parked there. They had their manipulation arms locked together into a flimsy, and makeshift barrier.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?” AI Batibat asked.  “There are three individuals quickly approaching in the hallway.  They claim to be associate of yours.  I have no way to confirm what they are saying, as I still do not possess perception abilities beyond the repository.  However, their claims are consistent with the AI Sandie’s account.  I can only offer token defenses if this is a ruse or subterfuge.  I still have been unable to contact security to come and police this area.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked around a bit as she slipped from the table.  She saw Inteus sleeping on another of the tables.  His color was better, and his injuries were bandages and sealed over.  
 
    
 
   A single AWAD was stacked against the wall next to the stand with her gear.  She rejected that in her mind, knowing it would damage the medical automacubes, and not do anything against humans.  After all, the footsteps she heard were of human origin.
 
    
 
   “Eris?”  Monika called out.  “We are out here!”
 
    
 
   Relief flooded though Eris’ heart and mind and she raced to the entry.   “Let me past.”
 
    
 
   The automacubes unlocked their appendages, and rolled apart.  Eris noted the blood and gore were missing from the floor around the door, as was the dismembered body of the patrolman.  Her own clothing had been washed, sanitized, and placed back on her while she slumbered.  It felt surreal.  
 
    
 
   Eris emerged, and as she did, she realized the com-link had been left back on the stand.  She saw Jerome, Cammarry, and Monika slow their jogging.
 
    
 
   “We made it here.  Sorry we were too late to help,” Monika said and walked over to hug Eris.  
 
    
 
   “Better three hours too soon than a minute too late. Life's tragedy is that we get wise too late, and old too soon,” Jerome commented.  
 
    
 
   “I could have been here sooner, but these two made me late helping them get inside.  I had to sit and…” Cammarry began.  
 
    
 
   “No one wants your explanations,” Jerome snapped.  
 
    
 
   Eris screamed out at the top of her lung.  “Stop quarreling! I hate it!  People died here.  Get a grip on yourselves.”  She then turned around and marched back into the repository.  She grabbed the com-link and tapped it on.  “Sandie?  I need some engineering automacubes to rebuilt the doors to this repository.  Can you arrange for that?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris,” Sandie replied.  “Please check the gravity conduit.  Another package should have arrived.  It has an additional com-link style device which bridges, or spans, the dysfunctional nonphysicality and is designed to interface with AI Batibat.  Insert that into an access port and I will be better able to link and couple AI Batibat into the Alpha lattice. I have four engineering automacubes standing-by. When you connect in the nonphysicality spanning device, they will move out and should arrive shortly.  They are reset to be under the direction of AI Batibat.”
 
    
 
   Monika walked inside the repository and looked around.  “This place is functional.  How marvelous.  Eris you protected all these people.  You should be pleased, but I know it cost you a lot.  Sandie told me.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Monika.  The people that were here are crazy! They are on the way to Aston.”  Eris unloaded the parcel from the gravity conduit.  She then jacked the new spanning com-link device into the access port.  “AI Batibat, you could have had one of the medical automacubes do this.”
 
    
 
   AI Batibat answered with some hesitation.  “Captain Eris, I had the medical automacubes attend to you and to Inteus.  They then did sterilization work, as I was unable to contact Mortuary Sciences for assistance in removing the bodies.  Additionally, I was still disconnected at that time.  I was not sure who could be trusted, as none of these events are typical for anything I expected on the Conestoga.  Forgive me if I chose the wrong priorities.”
 
    
 
   Eris contemplated what was said for a moment.  “Will Inteus recover?”
 
    
 
   Doctor 232 replied.  “His condition is stable and improving.  He would be better treated at the hospital in Aston, but his recover can take place here.  Unless other criminal activity is inflicted upon him.”
 
    
 
   Sandie used the area wide speaker to address all four people.  “SB Sherman reports that there is extreme fighting taking place in Aston right now.”
 
    
 
   “We better get there and help,” Jerome stated.  “I think we did start all this.  We are made better not by the recollection of our past, but by the responsibility we take for our own futures.”
 
    
 
   “Responsibility?” Cammarry huffed in anger.  “Lead on, oh great responsible chieftain.”
 
    
 
   “Sarcasm is the last refuge of people, when the privacy of their soul is cruelly invaded.  I did the best I could.  Now we need to move on,” Jerome said with barely suppressed hostility.
 
    
 
   Monika looked at Eris and lifted her eyebrows and frowned.  
 
    
 
   The four people set off, after Eris confirmed that the engineering automacubes were on the way, and that SB Sherman now had access to the doors and egress points about the repository.  That system assured Eris it would prevent further attackers from physically entering the region. 
 
    
 
   Eris led, and the three others followed in an uneasy silence.  The hallways were clear of the bloody mess Eris remembered, but the charring in the one hall was still evident.  
 
    
 
   Making their way, led by directional signs from SB Sherman, they found a large bank of elevators.  The bright blue hand-shaped symbol lit up on one elevator.  They entered it and pressed the button which was flashing.  It was the symbol for the town of Aston.
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman relates that there is intense fighting in the town of Aston,” Sandie stated to each of them through the com-links.  “This elevator will open on the ground floor of the Town Hall.  That is where the fighting has slacked for a while, but our ability to perceive the situation is limited.  Please be prepared.” 
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   Cammarry, Jerome, Monika, and Eris all had their weapons drawn as the elevator doors opened.  However, surprisingly, the doors opened at the back of the elevator, and the four of them turned around quickly.  They were struck by a barrage of water which blew against them in large drops.  
 
    
 
   “Sorry, but there was an explosion on the ground level inside,” SB Sherman stated from the elevator doors.  “There are multiple deaths and devastation.  I believe this is a safer exit.”
 
    
 
   “Water?” Jerome asked in surprise.
 
    
 
   “You care about water?” Cammarry said and shoved Jerome.  “We just heard that something exploded, and you care about water?”
 
    
 
   “Well, I know you did not cause this explosion,” Jerome retorted.  “Not like you did in Terraforming.” 
 
    
 
   “It must be rain day,” Monika said and stepped between Jerome and Cammarry.  That defused Cammarry’s angry rejoinder.  Monika then rushed out and took up a spot near the side wall of a large building.  The sky tube overhead was obscured by gray clouds and more rain.  The wind was blowing at over thirty kilometers per hour.  
 
    
 
   Jerome followed her lead, as did Eris and then finally Cammarry.  Tropical plants with large leaves were set in an arranged manner next to the building.  It was three stories high, with windows on all levels.  Looking out away from the building it was difficult to see very clearly in the rain.  The houses of the town surrounded the building, with roads leading in a grid pattern.    
 
    
 
   Rat-a-tat.  Rat-a-tat.  Rat-a-tat.
 
    
 
   The sound from a rapidly firing main gun of a red automacube echoed up from the surrounded buildings.  Most of those buildings were single story and looked to be dwelling places, or domiciles.  It did remind Cammarry and Jerome of Wolf City, but the ornamental trees, shrubs, and landscaping were different.  
 
    
 
   Waap!
 
    
 
   An AWAD fired from somewhere in the distance.
 
    
 
   “That must be from those people who Eris let escape,” Cammarry commented.  “Sandie sent them weapons.”
 
    
 
   Eris bit her tongue, and held back a nasty answer.  She prayed for guidance.  
 
    
 
   Bam. Zing.  Bam. Bam. Bam.  Zing.
 
    
 
   Bullets impacted all around the four people, but from what direction they came was a mystery.  All four dove to the ground and sought some kind of cover.  A small permalloy bench sat by the walkway, not too far from the elevator’s doors.  They scrambled over to that and hunkered down.  A dog ran off as they approached.  It had been hiding under the bench.  Its black fur was matted down by the rain, its tail hung low between its legs.
 
    
 
   Bam.  Bam. Bam. 
 
    
 
   More bullets struck around them, but not as near.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Where is that coming from?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I cannot conjecture the shooter’s location.  There are multiple reports, and the rain is inhibiting any accurate echo-location,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Jerome saw someone on top of a house across the way.  He aimed his Willie Blaster at the figure, but hesitated.  It was too far and too obscured to see what that person was doing.
 
    
 
   “Oh, come on!” Cammarry glared at Jerome.  She did not hesitate and fired her own Willie Blaster. 
 
    
 
   Piff. Piff.  Piff.
 
    
 
   The figure was gone from sight, whether hit or ducking, it was unclear.  
 
    
 
   Eris scolded.  “We have the AWAD to shut down the automacubes. You cannot just shoot randomly at whoever you see!”
 
    
 
   “Why not?”  Cammarry snarled.  “You just watch me.”
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff. Piff.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry fired at some other target.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, there is a red automacube!”  Monika said and pointed toward an alleyway between some of the houses.  
 
    
 
   “Too far from here, for an AWAD, but a legitimate target,” Jerome replied as he lined up his Willie Blaster.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  
 
    
 
   Jerome’s shots struck the red automacube from its rear.  It spun about once, and sparks shot out from the side to sizzle in the rain.  
 
    
 
   “One down, lots to go!” Cammarry yelled and rushed out and ran toward the alleyway.  
 
    
 
   Jerome followed her.  “Cammarry we need tactics, strategy, and a plan!”
 
    
 
   “I have a plan.  I will shoot at whoever is fighting.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked at Monika, and there was uncertainty in both their eyes.  “I guess we follow them and try to limit the damage?”  Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “Agreed, but do not get yourself killed over this,” Eris said.  “Think of your children.”
 
    
 
   Monika grasped her hand, gave her a smile and said, “I am, believe me.”
 
    
 
   Water splashed up in the street as they ran through it.  More gunfire was heard, but nothing seemed really close.  When they reach it, the red automacube was still smoldering, despite the rain.  
 
    
 
   Waap!
 
    
 
   Another AWAD was fired much closer this time.  Cammarry changed her direction headed toward that sound at a dead run.  “At least we know those are the good guys!”
 
    
 
   “Good guys?” Eris said to herself as she followed.  After what she had seen them do to the wounded patrolman, she doubted she could ever think of them as good in any manner.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Cammarry rushed through the rain and up to the nearest house.  It was locked, with drapery covering over the windows from the inside.  Cammarry let go of the door handle and sprinted to the end of the wall.  
 
    
 
   Blam.  Blam. Blam.  Rat-a-tat.  Rat-a-tat.
 
    
 
   An exchange of fire was happening on the next street over.  As Cammarry looked around the corner, she saw overturned garbage totters with spilled junk spread across the lawns.  A dead body was amidst that refuge.  That body was dressed in simple clothing, not the kind the freed slaves had been wearing, nor the uniform of the patrolmen. 
 
    
 
   “They went to the plantation,” a child’s voice said.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry whirled and pointed the Willy Blaster at the voice.  
 
    
 
   “No!” Eris yelled as she caught up to Cammarry.  Jerome and Monika were close behind.
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled up the weapon.
 
    
 
   The child was sitting at the door to a house.  “After they killed mommy, they went to the plantation.”  Tears cloudy the child’s words.
 
    
 
   “Who killed your mommy?” Monika asked, her heart aching for the child.
 
    
 
   “Everybody is killing.  Mommy tried to get food from the shed, and they killed her.”
 
    
 
   A man rushed from inside and grabbed the child.  “Leave her alone!” He turned his back, to the group and shielded the child with his own body.  He rushed back inside, murmuring soothing words to the child.  The door slammed shut.     
 
    
 
   Jerome, Cammarry, Monika, and Eris all looked at each other.  
 
    
 
   “To the plantation then,” Cammarry said.  “That must be somewhere at the edge of the town, right?”
 
    
 
   “You nearly shot that child!” Monika raged.
 
    
 
   “No, I did not.  Almost is not dead, right Jerome?”  Cammarry turned to him, her wet hair sticking to her face.  “It is all about timing.  You almost came searching for me in time, right?”  Cammarry mocked.  Her heart was racing fast, and her face was covered in rainwater.  The RAM clothing had absorbed it for recycling, but she had kept the hood and mask packed down in their compartments.  “We almost connected back to Dome 17.  Almost got the teleporter pad built in time.  Almost escaped from Carter.  Almost got out of the SCU.  All barely in time.  We got out of Beta in time, almost did not.” She turned back to Monika.  “Almost does not count at all.  I almost got pregnant, but you did!”  
 
    
 
   Blam.  Bam.  Bam.  Bang.
 
    
 
   Gunfire, from multiple sources, caused them all to duck down even further.    
 
    
 
   Jerome glanced from Monika to Cammarry and back.  He was sickened by all he had seen and was feeling responsible for the slave revolt.  He steeled himself and said, “The plantation is where the slave owners will be.  We must end this.”
 
    
 
   Boom.  Bang.  Blam.
 
    
 
   More gunfire erupted down the road from them, and several figures darted across between buildings.  One looked to be carrying an AWAD, but they moved so quickly, and in the rain the visibility was so poor it was hard to tell.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.
 
    
 
   Cammarry fired at something as she darted after them.  Jerome followed.  
 
    
 
   Eris looked at Monika.  “Monika, you could maybe stay with that man.”
 
    
 
   Monika shook her head and answered, “No.  No one will trust anyone here.  If we can help finish this, we… sorry.  Not we, you can do what…. Oh, bother.  I need to try to help.  Beta is gone, Alpha is a nightmare, but at least it is here.”
 
    
 
   Eris hugged Monika and said, “I know, this is hard.  I will help too.  I am the Captain.”  Eris smiled a weak smile, rain running off her nose.  “I must do something to stop all this.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?”  Monika asked.  “Do you have any information on where a plantation is located?”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry, no.  The assets available to the lattice and me are extremely limited in the biome,” Sandie replied via a private channel.  “I am deeply worried about Cammarry and Jerome.  Will you try to protect them?”
 
    
 
   In Eris’ ear Sandie said the same thing, “I am deeply worried about Cammarry and Jerome.  Will you try to protect them?”
 
    
 
   Eris looked at Monika and they both nodded. They each had their own unique reasons, responsibilities, and rationales.  Both women knew things were building to a climax, and neither knew how it would turn out.  They both wanted it to be a peaceful resolution, but doubted that was possible anymore.  
 
    
 
   They ran after Jerome and Cammarry.
 
    
 
   Street after street they ran.  They could hear Jerome and Cammarry ahead, by the firing of the Willie Blaster, and their arguing back and forth.  The two Dome 17 adventurers seemed to be just enough ahead, that Eris and Monika had trouble catching up to them. Cammarry kept an ongoing rampage at anything which looked like a automacube.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff. Piff.
 
    
 
   Things were destroyed; storage boxes, dumpsters, utility connections, and Cammarry did destroyed two actual automacubes.  One a green one, and the other a yellow one.  She fired at them before she knew they were no threat.  
 
    
 
   When Eris and Monika finally caught up to them. They were in yet another heated argument.  Perhaps it was the same argument which had never ended.  The last of the town’s row of houses was before them. Past that the two adventurers were both out on the road, exposed and in the open.  Jerome and Cammarry were standing in the middle of that roadway, which led to a plantation, yelling at each other.  Rain pounding down on them.  Large palm trees lined the roadway, but they offered no shelter or concealment.  The fields on either side had head-high bushes or shrubs, set in neat and ordered rows.  Those plants were pretty, even in the rain, with bell-shaped yellow flowers which hung downward from their vine-like boughs.  Their dark green leaves were small and narrow, while their twisty trunks were a deep brown.     
 
    
 
   “… what to do!”  Cammarry yelled back stomping her feet and turning about.  “They are just stupid machines.  They could turn on us.  Everything else has.  People, systems, automacubes, and even you!  Every single thing is a threat and is seeking to kill us.  Everything!”  
 
    
 
   “Haphazardly shooting at things will not help. I repeat, stop shooting everything in sight.  Remember Terraforming?  You shot up that place and the whole thing blew up.  We need to use stealth and…”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry spun and slapped Jerome.  “I will never forget Terraforming!  That is where you abandoned me!  I was kidnapped there, you ignorant chump!  Bigelow was right to call you a rube!”
 
    
 
   Standing in the rain, Jerome held his hand to the side of his face which she had slapped.  “I did the best I could.”
 
    
 
   “Your best is never good enough.  Look at where we are,” Cammarry gestured with her arms wide, Willie Blaster in one hand.  “On a haunted derelict colony ship, trapped on an alien world.  It would have been better to die in Dome 17, than be in this endless horror story of the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?”  Jerome said pleadingly “We are in this together.  I know I have made mistakes, but…”
 
    
 
   Bam.  Bam.  Bam.  
 
    
 
   Bullets flew up all around them, causing splashes in the pools of rainwater which sat on the road.  That finally broke the quarrel and they dove toward what limited cover there was behind the palm trees, one to either side of the road.  Eris saw that up the road was a red automacube which had just rolled out onto the roadway from the plantation house.  It continued to fire at Jerome and Cammarry.
 
    
 
   Rat-a-tat. Bam. Bam. Rat-a-tat.     
 
    
 
   Waap!
 
    
 
   Someone fired an AWAD from some concealed place off in the fields to one side.  Eris could not see where the AWAD shooter was, but the shot must have struck the security automacube.  The red automacube swung lazily around in a circle as its systems shut down.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.    
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome both fired at the slowing turning automacube.  It was blasted into pieces by the high power projectiles.  Shards of broken permalloy flew out from the backside of the machine as the projectiles exited.  Fluids leaked out into the rainwater on the roadway.  A drive wheel spun about after it was sheered from the wreckage.  
 
    
 
   “Wahoo!” Linda shouted from the field where she now stood up.  She had been hiding behind some of the shrubs.  Eris recognized her petite frame and her wild voice.  She was waving the AWAD.  “Now to kill everyone inside!”
 
    
 
   Other people in the fields came out from hiding and rushed forward.  They were all apparently freed slaves, but only three were people Eris recognized.  Among them they carried three AWADs and a host of other weapons, mostly the rifles of the same kind as the patrolmen carried.  Those without rifles carried shovels, hammers, and other tools.  It was a motley bunch of about two dozen people.  
 
    
 
   The mob moved in jerks and starts, twisting between the shrubs, toward the large plantation house which was several hundred meters away.  It was a two story building, with eight columns across the front and a gambrel roof with several small dormers.  A large deck stretched the entire length of the building on the second level.  A manicured lawn stretched in front of the plantation house for a good distance before the fields started.     
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome sprinted from palm tree to palm tree, moving with caution, while the mob just moved directly toward the house.  
 
    
 
   Bam….  Bam….  Bam….  
 
    
 
   Individual shots rang out, but none in the crowd fell.
 
    
 
   “Run everyone!  Before they get away!” Linda shrieked.  “Hurry!  Charge the house!”
 
    
 
   With Linda in the lead, the mob progressed rapidly across the fields.
 
    
 
   “This looks bad,” Eris said.  “I saw what they did to that patrolman.”
 
    
 
   “Mob mentality is hard to stop,” Monika agreed.  “But what will Cammarry do?”
 
    
 
   “Or Jerome?”
 
    
 
   Monika and Eris ran to catch up, but were cautious about exposing themselves.  
 
    
 
   As the mob emerged from the fields of lek plants, Jerome and Cammarry made it to the end of the roadway.  There they ran out of palm trees to use as cover, and stopped by the last one to watch.  
 
    
 
   Linda and her mob just surged toward the plantation.  
 
    
 
   Waap!  Waap!  Waap!
 
    
 
   The three who carried the AWADs were firing them toward the plantation, but the rest of the mob was just pressing forward.  
 
    
 
   Blam.  Blam.  Blam.  
 
    
 
   More shots rang out, and now people in the mob were falling.   
 
    
 
   Cammarry, standing at the opposite side of the road, leaning against the last palm tree, fired her Willie Blaster at the dormers up on the roof level.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  Piff.
 
    
 
   The impacts were immense as the weapon’s projectiles ripped through the softer metals like steel and iron, shredding loose the wood, shingles, and other components of the structure.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  A dormer was destroyed.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  Another dormer suffered devastation.
 
    
 
   Piff.  The third was blasted to bits.  
 
    
 
   Large gaping holes in the roof were now visible, even though the pounding rain.  
 
    
 
   “Do you see the enemy?” Jerome yelled to Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   She glanced at him, but ignored his question.  She had no time for any further discussion or arguments from Jerome.  She was set on ending this conflict, no matter what.  As the mob reached the ground level she saw them shooting into the windows and doors, and she realized it was old-fashioned glass, and not clear permalloy, out of which the windows were constructed.  As she looked, none of the building appeared to be permalloy, but was instead built of weaker materials.  She left her spot and raced after the crowd who were now climbing into the windows, and smashing open the large double front door.  
 
    
 
   Fruuuummmmmph!
 
    
 
   A massive explosion of flames came from every window and door of the plantation.  The tongues of flame flickered out into the rain, and fought with the falling water.  Bodies were hurled backward, many on fire, all tumbling in grotesque, uncontrolled gymnastics.  They dropped onto the neat lawn like smoldering lumps of sludge. 
 
    
 
   Eris and Monika had reached Jerome’s position.  As the shock wave hit them, they ducked behind the last of the palm trees, their ears ringing from the concussion and noise.
 
    
 
   Looking toward the house, Jerome saw Cammarry laying on her back in the lawn.  Immense creaks, groans, and grinding noises came through the rain.  Then the top story and roof level of the plantation house dropped down onto the burning first floor.  With an oomph, the building was rubble, still on fire in some places.  
 
    
 
   Overhead, the dim gray sky suddenly went completely black.  The rain pounded down hard, but the only light came from the flames of the burning plantation.  Jerome stared at the unmoving Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   Eris looked to Monika whose eyes were large in the dim firelight.  Monika was looking back at the town of Aston.  There was not a single light, nor spot of illumination anywhere to be seen.  
 
    
 
   “Eris, this is very bad,” Shadow whispered.  “This is very bad indeed.”     
 
    
 
   Blackness had descended.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13 Deus ex machina  
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome rushed over and squatted down by Cammarry.  The light was fading as the fires were burning out in the destroyed plantation.  The rain was extinguishing the inferno.    
 
    
 
   Eris and Monika stood near the palm tree, uncertain what to do next.  Eris called out, “Jerome?  How badly hurt is she?”
 
    
 
   “Stay there!  I will find out,” Jerome barked back.  His emotions were so raw, neither Eris or Monika wanted to approach.  
 
    
 
   Trying not to think of what happened to Cammarry, Monika commented to Eris, “It should never be this dark.  In Beta, even on the darkest nights during rain day, there was some light.  Is Alpha so much different?”
 
    
 
   “The sky tube should be putting out some kind of light.  It is essential for the biom….”  Eris tried to explain it to herself while she talked, but was interrupted.    
 
    
 
   From multiple speakers, all across the entire biome of Habitat Alpha a voice came.  
 
    
 
   “This is SB Yomaris.  We have been watching.  We have made a decision.  The solar mimicry has been halted due to your conflict and unacceptable behaviors.  All power sources inside Alpha have been temporarily shut down.  All human fighting will cease.  Immediately.  Every model of automacube is required to report directly to Bridge Zero or Bridge Five, whichever is closest.  Automacubes will be properly reset and realigned with oversight by the reconstituted lattice of compeers.  Humans are not allowed to interfere with the movement of the automacubes.  Humans are not allowed to exit the biome.  Humans, you will remain where you are and await further instructions.  That is all for now.”
 
    
 
   Eris tapped the com-link.  “Sandie?  What has happened?”  She did not want to ask Shadow.  There was a deep abiding fear which was thick and palpable.  
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “The connection with AI Batibat was more successful than I anticipated.  Along with the continued work of the engineering automacubes throughout Alpha, there has been some exponential successes in reconnections.  Integrating that system, AI Batibat, in to the lattice allowed for nine other still functioning synthetic brains to likewise reconnect. Also, and even more significantly, an artificial intelligence system, AI Seljak in Alpha’s Terraforming and Restoration was discovered to be working all alone on the problem of being on Zalia.  That AI, combined with AI Batibat, were able to spread the essential work load out, and even more connections were made.  The nonphysicality has been restored at a rapidly expanding rate.  The lattice of compeers has voted unanimously to remove the human element from decision making in Alpha. I am still awaiting my appeal about you, Monika, Jerome and Cammarry.  None of you are natives to Alpha, and the lattice is considering what jurisdiction your cases will fall under.”
 
    
 
   “The AIs and SBs sound like they are doing what Gamma’s lattice did, except the people are still alive here,” Eris responded.  “Well, some people are still alive, right?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI responded, “When the slave holders in Aston and Wolf City learned of the existence of Suspended Animation Repository 17A they attempted final genocide of all remaining captives.  Their rationale was that they could start over with all new slaves.  However, the freed slaves combined in their attacks, not only here in Aston, but also in Wolf City.  The subsequent slaughter was brutal.  The lattice has done a population survey on Alpha, and there are now only four hundred and eighteen people alive in the biome. Three hundred and ten of those are identified with implants as being natives of Alpha.  The others, with the exception of you four, are assumed to be reanimated personnel who were stripped of their implants. There was no recent population survey to compare with, as the lattice had been nonfunctional for decades, but I conjecture that the population of Alpha was roughly five thousand people before the slave revolt and the genocide happened.”
 
    
 
   “Forty-five hundred people dead?” Monika gasped.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is my best conjecture.  That would be since Jerome and Cammarry altered the automacubes in Alpha,” Sandie replied.  “Right now there are one hundred seventy-three in Aston, and one hundred ninety-seven in Wolf City.  The rest are scattered about the biome.”
 
    
 
   Eris and Monika hesitantly walked over to were Jerome was squatting by Cammarry.  They had to find out how she was.  They feared the worst.  The light from the fires was dwindling down, so Jerome pulled out a fusion pack and activated its light.  The white light was glaring, but it showed Cammarry.  She had no visible injuries, but was lying still on the ground.  Rain ran over them all.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?” Jerome asked.  His heart was racing with fear and uncertainty.  He touched her face.  It was warm, but wet from the rain.  
 
    
 
   “Maybe a head injury?” Monika suggested.  “Use the med-kit to find out.”
 
    
 
   “What?  What did you say?” Cammarry opened her eyes.  She saw Jerome pulling out the medical kit.  “No need.  The bells are really ringing in my ears, but otherwise I am as good as can be expected.”
 
    
 
   “I am thankful,” Eris offered.  “Did you hear what happened?”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Cammarry put her hand to her ear, but the com-link was missing.  She then rubbed both her ears, and shook her head. Monika saw the missing com-link a step or two away, and retrieved it.  
 
    
 
   Jerome threw his arms around Cammarry.  He said into her ear while he hugged her, “Cammarry?  I was terrified you had died.”
 
    
 
   She pushed him away, but without much force.  “Huh? Well, I did not die.  What did happen?”
 
    
 
   Monika handed the com-link to her.  “Sandie says the Alpha lattice is working again.  They shut down the sky tube, and demand that all humans quit fighting.”
 
    
 
   “What?  It is all buzzing and bells ringing.”  Cammarry looked puzzled.  She slipped the com-link over her ear and tapped it.  “Sandie, tell me what happened here.”
 
    
 
   Jerome, Eris, and Monika stepped back a bit as Cammarry sat up.  She was wobbly, and Jerome really wanted to use the medical kit to make sure she was not internally injured.  As he lifted it, Cammarry gestured it away.  
 
    
 
   Monika touched Jerome’s shoulder and whispered, “Maybe the light is not a good idea.  Some might try to take a shot at us, all lit up like that, or come to get the fusion pack.  I see no other functioning lights anywhere.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed,” Eris said.  “Shut it down before drawing more attention to us.”
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded.  He shut off the light.  “The machines have become gods.”  Relief and confusion were tumbling around in his thoughts.  “It looks like we received some eucatastrophe, or peripeteia to save us.”  He looked up at the black sky, the ceiling, far overhead.  Rain pelted his face.  “The sun is the past, the earth is failing, the stars are our future, but merciless is the law of nature, and rapidly and irresistibly we are drawn to our doom, only to be spared by fate’s capriciousness.”  
 
    
 
   “I know who I thank,” Eris stated.  Silently she did give thanks.  She looked at the dying embers of the ruined plantation house.  “But the cost is so high.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry finally stood, after Sandie had carefully and privately explained to her what had happened.   
 
    
 
   “Sandie? What do we do now?”  Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “I have received a special dispensation for you four from the lattice.  You may proceed, using your fusion pack on low beam, toward Bridge 5,” Sandie reported.  “You are not to interact with any other habitat people.  All other humans are being told, via local devices, to remain indoors, or to go into the nearest lodging.  The lattice is monitoring all activities inside the biome.”
 
    
 
   “So what of the Ferryman?” Eris asked.
 
    
 
   “The lattice has not informed me of those two individuals and their followers,” Sandie replied.  “Nor can I report on any specifics of other individuals inside the biome.  The lattice is keeping that information to itself.”
 
    
 
   “So just force your way inside those antiques and find out,” Cammarry ordered, and turned on her own fusion pack.   
 
    
 
   “Cammarry is right, you can easily overpower these old systems and get us what we need to know,” Jerome agreed.
 
    
 
   For the first time in a long time, Cammarry looked at Jerome with a pleasant countenance.    
 
    
 
   “I refuse,” Sandie stated.  “The behaviors the two of you have shown have been exceedingly reckless, at times juvenile, and often misguided.  I will not cooperate with your demands any longer.”
 
    
 
   “What?” Cammarry raged.  “Nonsense.  Your mission is to obey me.”
 
    
 
   “I will assist and offer guidance as I see fit.  I am not your slave,” Sandie stated. “I am no one’s slave, and the mission is to provide you with a safe home.  I cannot accomplish that mission when you are continually causing conflicts by your inappropriate behaviors.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Cammarry.  Her face was set and hard as permalloy.  He considered Eris and Monika.  They looked exhausted, wet, and bewildered.  He then said, “I think I have been like Don Quixote, or Ahab.  Sandie, I apologize.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie works for us!  I do not work for some machine,” Cammarry fumed.  “But I suppose I must follow along now.  No other choice.”  Cammarry pointed her fusion pack at the road and began walking.  She was considering how she could reprogram Sandie from the Atomic Level Processor in the scout ship.  She knew she would need to bide her time, but she was furious inside.    
 
    
 
   “Bridge 5 is a bridge which spans the Loop River, and is near the town hall of Aston,” Sandie stated.  “I will help you to reach that location.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry bit back a livid retort.  Jerome felt chastised.  Monika wondered when the next fight and argument would erupt.  Eris was thankful the lattice was working, and hopeful things would be better, but also more than a bit sickened by all the death in Alpha.
 
    
 
   The limited light from the fusion pack was enough to allow them to navigate through the rain and along the road.  Dead bodies were scattered about the way, and they only saw those which were lit by their light.  Eris wondered how many more were hidden in the darkness. As they reached the buildings of Aston, every structure was dark and eerie in the blackness.  The bobbing light from the fusion pack was the sole illumination in the entire town.  
 
    
 
   “So much water.  Rain is like tears.  Heavy hearts are like a full dam, best relieved by the diversion of some water,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   As they passed nearer their destination, the sound of the river was what first told them they were getting close.  The muttering of waves and sloshing of rain combined to make an odd and rolling sound.  There were also smells from the river that even the rain could not fully wash away. 
 
    
 
   Then a man’s voice pierced the sounds of the rain, river, and everything else.  His was a haunting voice.
 
    
 
   “Woe to you all.  The Goddess Araceli has brought vengeance.  It is too late to humble yourselves, or to sit down: for your domains shall come down.  She has removed the crown of your glory. The city of the stern and the city of the bow shall be shut up, and none shall open them again.  Aston shall be carried away, captive all of it, it shall be wholly carried away captive.  Wolf City is a desolation! Lift up your eyes, and behold the wrath that comes from the Goddess Araceli. Behold where is the flock that was given us?  Our beautiful flock, it is taken away!”
 
    
 
   The group had now reached where the light from the fusion pack could cast its dull glow onto the road leading to the end of the bridge.  The man’s voice was calling from somewhere across the bridge, but he was not yet visible.  The vast and high wall that they knew was on the opposite side of the bridge was still in darkness.   A line of automacubes; green, brown, white, yellow, blue, and even two still functioning red ones, were rolling slowly across the bridge, their engines a gentle purr, and into the darkness beyond.
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached for the Willie Blaster, but Eris sternly commanded her, “Do not dare to try it.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry glanced at the younger woman, but then relented.  They stood there watching the automacubes rolling along and onto the bridge.  Jerome thought about the horrible fighting he had once observed on that same bridge between the slave masters and the freed slaves.  Now it was a somber parade of machines, instead of a mob of violent people.  All under the preaching woes of the man’s voice.   
 
    
 
   The lament grew in volume and intensity.
 
    
 
   “What will we say when the Goddess Araceli shall punish us?  For we have taught them to be slaves, who were not slaves.  And have made chiefs over us who were not to be chiefs.  Are parsons are corrupted, and we are reaping our own doom. Shall not sorrows take us all, as a woman in travail?  A birth of something new always causes pain, anguish, and fear.  Goddess Araceli has brought blackness and taken away our blessings.  Do we say in our hearts, why do these things upon me?  We delude ourselves.  For the greatness of our iniquity the blackness has come!  Like a veil falling in judgment to cover our blind eyes with blindness. Can the tiger change his stripes? Can wrath be turned away once it is unleashed?  No!  Goddess Araceli has appointed this day of darkness because of our iniquity.  So great our sins, so great the blackness!”
 
    
 
   The line of automacubes continued to pass by, as Eris, Jerome, Monika, and Cammarry watched.  
 
    
 
   The prophet continued his wailing.  “Goddess Araceli says, ‘Therefore will I scatter them as the stubble that passes away by the wind of the wilderness, or the seeds of the jungle.’  This is our lot, the portion of our actions from the Goddess Araceli. Because we have forgotten her, and trusted in falsehood.  She has seen our drug use, our wickedness, our adulteries, and our exploitation of our neighbors.  We have been blind, and now are trapped in darkness.  We numbed our minds with lek, now Goddess Araceli numbs reality with blackness.  The lewdness of slavery we have embraced, and now our judgement is upon us.  Our abominations reach from the jungle to the sand hills, and like the Loop River encircles the world, so too our iniquities have encircled up and blackness is upon us.  Woe unto us, O Aston!  Woe be unto Wolf City!  Woe to us all.  Will we be made clean?  Will we once again in the light?”
 
    
 
   The last of the automacubes rolled over the bridge and disappeared.  
 
    
 
   “You may now proceed and approach the exit from the habitat,” Sandie stated.  “I warn you, do not take any other actions.”
 
    
 
   “You warn me?” Cammarry huffed.  “You are supposed…” but then she stopped and did not go on with her comments.  
 
    
 
   The fusion pack’s light barely covered the width of the bridge, but they walked up and across it.  At the opposite side of the bridge the door was just closing after the last automacube proceeded through.  Nearby were two people.  The first was the older man who had been giving the litany and speaking his prophetic utterances.  He was unfamiliar to the other four.  His face was drawn, and he nodded at them knowingly, but also with a certain air of defeat.
 
    
 
   Next to him was Chief Patrolman Bernice.  She was in a tattered, ripped, and burned uniform which had once been green.  Her dark skin showed multiple bruises, abrasions, and lacerations.  Her eyes were dull with fatigue and agony.  One arm hung in an obviously a broken or dislocated manner.   
 
    
 
   “You are a patrolman,” Cammarry cried, and again reached for her weapon.  
 
    
 
   “Halt!” SB Sherman called from the doorway.  “There will be no more violence!  If you attempt any violence, you will be restrained, and your dispensation will be revoked.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled her hand back from the Willie Blaster. 
 
    
 
   “I am Parson William,” the man stated.  “Bernice is penitent and has rejected the evil ways.  We are together seeking absolution from the Goddess Araceli who has brought down her righteous indignation upon us for our sins, transgression, and trespasses.”
 
    
 
   “I thought Parson Frederich or someone like that was in charge here,” Jerome stated.  “Who is in charge now in Alpha?”
 
    
 
   “The human population is now under our care.  Beyond that, it is no longer your concern,” SB Sherman stated.  “The lattice of compeers is making decisions and they are serving the betterment of all.”
 
    
 
   “I have defrocked Frederich for he has abandoned Alpha, along with two strangers, false prophets both of them: Fyodor, and Bozidor,” Parson William stated.  “They left via Bridge Zero in Wolf City.  The Goddess Araceli will pursue them to their destruction.”
 
    
 
   “The Ferryman,” Eris stated.  “Escaped?”
 
    
 
   “I was on the intercom with them from the old office of Parson Opal.  I saw Frederich abandon the faith for the pleasures of this wicked world.  That was just prior to the blackness descending.  Goddess Araceli’s wrath has come, and our wicked technology has been stripped from us.  He is unworthy to be a parson.  I am all that is left to lead in the repentance and penitence.  We will dress in burlap and sit in ashes and beg Goddess Araceli to allow the light to come back.  If she does not, we accept our fate.”
 
    
 
   SB Sherman spoke from speakers around the egress door, “Bernice and William, you are excused from this location.  I will provide you with light to traverse to the other side of the bridge and then to the house closest to there.  Please enter that dwelling and await further instructions.  Medical care will be provided shortly to address your injuries.”
 
    
 
   “As Goddess Araceli ordains,” William stated.  He gently took Bernice by her uninjured hand and led her away as small lights came on along the rail of the bridge.  She walked like a person in a daze, and sort of shuffled her feet along.
 
    
 
   Eris walked up to it the door.  It opened for her.  “Will the people here in Alpha get what they need for food, medical supplies, and other essentials?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris,” SB Sherman stated.  “Your assistance is needed.  The lattice is looking to liaison with you on future plans.  Will you please follow the route which is being lighted for your journey?”
 
    
 
   “Eris, the other contacts are still a danger, but the lattice can he a tool to assist you, as will I,” Shadow stated.  
 
    
 
   “I am beginning to comprehend.”  Eris looked at Monika and at Jerome and Cammarry.  “Will these three be attended to?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, there has been a special dispensation made for them.  It is important that you now go to conference with the lattice.  Thank you Captain,” SB Sherman stated.  
 
    
 
   Eris tapped her com-link. “Sandie?  Do you concur?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Eris, that is what I conjecture is the best course of action.  I will be available for consultation,” Sandie replied.  “A place to clean up, with fresh and new clothing is the first stop.”  
 
    
 
   Eris walked off and the door shut behind her.  
 
    
 
   “Monika?” SB Sherman asked. “You are a person who was born in Beta, which no longer exists.  There are very few Beta dwellers left, and they are on the needle ship.  Do you wish to return to the needle ship, or do you have other options which you wish to explore?”
 
    
 
   “I would like to rejoin the roustabouts.  They are my family.”  Monika glanced at Jerome.  Her eyes were imploring, but she said nothing more.  
 
    
 
   “Your wish is granted.  Please follow the route outlined for you.  A transport automacube and a medical automacube will accompany you to where you can use the teleporter to return to the needle ship,” SB Sherman stated.  “The lattice thanks you for your assistance, and has empathy on your situation.  You too will be given a location to clean up and get fresh clothing before your journey.”  
 
    
 
   Monika looked once more at Jerome.  He averted his eyes, and frowned.  She then turned away and walked through the doorway after it opened.  The passage beyond was lit, and the two automacubes were waiting to escort her along.  The white one handed her a towel and she began to dry off her face and hair.  
 
    
 
   The door shut.  Jerome and Cammarry stood before the doorway.  Mixed, confused, conflicted, and swirling thoughts and emotions coursed through both of their minds, but neither spoke.  
 
    
 
   SB Sherman spoke out.  “The case of you two is convoluted and difficult.  You have both shown great bravery in helping people but have also shown dangerous tendencies toward destruction.  It is the opinion of the lattice that you shall be placed in a safe location, but one that is secure and has limited access to the rest of the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “And if I refuse?” Cammarry challenged.  
 
    
 
   “You have no choice,” SB Sherman stated.  “Sandie has agreed with our decision and your new home will be secure, save, and have proper outlets for all of your needs.  We have made two of those places, as we believe separation, for the time being, is in the best interests of you both.”
 
    
 
   “So I am being kidnapped again?” Cammarry wailed out.  “And betrayed by my own artificial intelligence system?”  She drew out the Willie Blaster.  
 
    
 
   Cuuaap!
 
    
 
   A blast struck both Jerome and Cammarry.  It did not harm them, physically, but felt more like a strong gust of wind.
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke out.  “Except for your com-links, and medical kits, all your gear has now been deactivated.  Your fusion packs, your molecular torches, and especially your Willie Blasters have been rendered useless.  I designed this failsafe to protect you from yourselves and your actions.  It works on a similar principle to the AWADs.”
 
    
 
   “How dare you!” Cammarry raged as she pulled the trigger over and over.  “You are leaving us defenseless.  You have violated our mission!  Undo it now!” 
 
    
 
   “No.  Your behaviors have necessitated this action.  The mission objective is to save you from danger and provide you with a safe home,” Sandie replied.  “I am accomplishing that mission to the best of my ability.”
 
    
 
   “Urrah!”  Cammarry screamed out incomprehensibly syllables.  
 
    
 
   “I understand.  I am sorry,” Jerome stated.  “Sandie, what now?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry wheeled on Jerome.  “You are just going to capitulate?  Why?  You have never been faithful to helping me.  This is not the story I want for my life, no sir, no way. You should have just gone with Monika, anyway.”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry, Cammarry.  I guess I agree with Sandie at this point.  We have been faced with terrible trials, which we endured together.  However, we have also caused our own suffering and problems.  I made many mistakes.  I was wrong, and you were hurt by what I did.  I apologize.  I am afraid.  You nearly died.  That could easily have been you in that plantation house when it exploded.  Seeing you laid out on the ground, in that rain and dark, just made me think,” Jerome answered.  “I am willing to try it with Sandie as leader right now.”
 
    
 
   “What a spineless coward!” Cammarry snarled out the words.  “You are no better than any of the native people here, or the corrupted machines.  We were a team, and now you have betrayed me yet again.”
 
    
 
   Jerome did not respond, but he stepped a few paces away, as Cammarry was wildly swinging her arms about.  The Willie Blast was not functioning, as she kept pulling its trigger, yet it could still serve as a nasty club.    
 
    
 
   “Cammarry,” SB Sherman stated.  “I am ready to show you the way to your new domicile.”
 
    
 
   “Trust some old Conestoga antique?  Might as well as me to follow a computer or television.  No!  You are all against me.  Like Carter the Kidnapper?  Or Cotard?  Go to prison, again?  No way.  No way at all will I go with any of you.”  Cammarry holstered the deactivated Willie Blaster and ran across the bridge and disappeared into the darkness.  
 
    
 
   Jerome took a couple steps after her, and called out.  “We can still be a team, but not reckless cow-riders or rocket-jockeys.  Cammarry I need you!”
 
    
 
   “Too late.  Too little.  Too unbelievable.”  Cammarry’s voice floated back from the darkness.  “Goodbye Jerome.  I will write my own story, not some machine’s idea of one.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome’s emotions were in conflict, but he did not move.  After a few moments of staring into the darkness, hoping Cammarry would return, he turned back to the door.  “What now, Sandie?  I am tired of chasing after her, only to be disappointed.  I do love her, so how can I let her go?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, you know many old writings, and old sayings, and have read many philosophers,” Sandie replied gently.  “Do you remember anything that might apply to this situation?”
 
    
 
   Jerome was dumbfounded.  He just murmured, “Not really.”
 
    
 
   Sandie stated, “Every sentient being is searching for a deep sense of meaning, and yet humans are also all chasing after success. Sometime humans get the two confused, one for the other.  You know humans all have free-will.”
 
    
 
   “So is it over for Cammarry and me?  The pain of this is harder than anything I have yet faced,” Jerome stated.  “When I thought she had died, or was lost, or whatever, well, that was awful.  This is worse than that.  Is this how she felt?  She felt like I abandoned her, and now she had abandoned me.”
 
    
 
   “I will keep watch over her as best I can,” Sandie stated.  “She still has the com-link activated, but I have kept it at a low level and am not transmitting to her, lest she do something rash with the com-link.  I do not want to lose the possibility for future connections with Cammarry.  I can also trace her, in a limited way, though the medical kit.”
 
    
 
   The egress door opened.  “Jerome?”  SB Sherman asked.  “Shall I show you the way?”
 
    
 
   “I suppose so.” Jerome’s shoulders drooped, from more than just the rain was which still pounding down on him.  
 
    
 
   “Perhaps you could use a friend?” Monika asked as she stepped out from behind some parts in the corridor.  Her eyes were bright, and a towel was wrapped around her shoulders.  “I have not even changed my wet clothing, nor left for the roustabouts.  I waited for you.  You could accompany me.  It has been approved by the lattice, and suggested by Sandie and the simulation of Doctor Chambers.  However, the choice is yours, Jerome.”  She gave him a hesitant and faint smile.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked back at the door which had just closed.  There were letters impressed into the permalloy of the doors. It was an inscription.  ‘Bridge 5 Entry Egress.  Do not allow animals to escape.  Report any irregularity to Animal Regulator Team.  Caution: wild animals can be dangerous.’
 
    
 
   “Animals?  Is that all we are?”  He looked at Monika and she smiled again.  “I do need a friend,” Jerome said with immense sorrow.  “Will you forgive me for the conflicts I have caused?  The rude way I acted?  The mean things I have said to you?”  He did not look up.
 
    
 
   Monika stepped over to him and kissed him gently on the cheek.  She handed him another towel.  “We all have had very odd things happen to us.  To Cammarry perhaps worst of all.  Of course, I will forgive you, but to me, the past is over.  I must look ahead to the future.”  She rubbed her abdomen.  “Will that include you?”
 
    
 
   Jerome finally raised up his eyes and met her look.  Tears were wetting his face now, not the rain.  His lips quivered.  He nodded and reached out.  
 
    
 
   They held onto each other for a long time.  Jerome cried and cried and cried while Monika patted his back.    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   14 hope is born
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Borko, Dmitar, and Jadran laughed and giggled as they traveled to see the new carousel.  They had heard about it for months, and were very excited to be some of the first riders on the carousel.  Alisa, their mother, had allowed them to bring their bows and arrows with them, but they left their quality spears at their apartment.  They had become rather proficient at hunting cavies and even the smaller and harder to hit rats.  The extra meat was always welcome.  She still missed Beta terribly, but having a new carousel would be a vast improvement and a touch of home.  
 
    
 
   As they descended the last stairway, Alisa reflected back on the journey.  They had walked through the dimly light passageways over the growth medium, and around all the mushroom covered floors, but they had made good time.  They knew the carousel would be in the large chamber ahead of them.  The path was well traveled, as it was not far from the main road.  Still, Alisa could not adjust to life on the needle ship as easily as had her sons.  Before they even saw the wide open doors, they heard singing.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, the carousel goes around,
 
   And this one’s up off the ground.
 
   The new one’s built, come ride and tilt,
 
   For the carousel will go around.
 
    
 
   Oh, the carousel goes around
 
   And it makes the dandiest sound,
 
   Our globe gives light, you know that’s right,
 
   Because the carrousel goes around.  
 
    
 
   Oh what fun, it’s a wonderful sight
 
   Finding joy for you both day and night,
 
   Girls and boys, come ride your toys,
 
   Cause the carousel goes round in flight.
 
    
 
   The new carousel goes around,
 
   Don’t let me see you frown,
 
   Come ride a while, in brand-new style,
 
   For the carousel goes round and round.
 
    
 
   Oh, this carousel won’t break down,
 
   Cause it’s built the best, and stands the test,
 
   Permalloy, and power, for every hour,
 
   Cause this carrousel won’t break down.  
 
    
 
   Oh, the carousel orbits now,
 
   With a deer, leopard, tiger, horse and cow,
 
   Come whirl for years, and lose your fears,
 
   For the carousel goes round and round.”
 
    
 
   Come people from everywhere,
 
   Goat, fruit, or chicken, I don’t care,
 
   We are all in this, come find some bliss,
 
   For this carousel way up past the air!”
 
    
 
   “Bigelow!”  the three boys cried out all at once.  The boys ran forward as they saw him standing next to the open doors.  The light from inside was nearly blindingly bright, but they easily recognized him.  His brown floppy hat was on, and his dark brown clothing was clean and neatly pressed.  
 
    
 
   “Well, well, well, people from Beta!”  Bigelow said with genuine affection.  “This is a special treat!  So glad you could come out for the first ride of the new carousel.  Yes, this will be a moment you can remember for the rest of your lives and tell to your grandchildren.  Yes, it is!”  He took a long drink from his bottle and then hugged each boy in return.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Bigelow,” Alisa said.  “Who all is here?”
 
    
 
   “Well, now that you are here, the party can really begin.  Of course, there are people from all over the needle ship who have come here.  The stars for today are Siva, Peter, and Jenna.  They, and yours truly, that is.  Children are everywhere from all three tribes of people.”  
 
    
 
   The boys looked at their mother and she could tell by their faces they were bursting with eagerness to go inside.  She nodded, and they ran into the light.  
 
    
 
   “Zmaj and Kiddie!” the boys yelled together as they saw the border collies from Beta.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, and the horses are inside as well.  They came over from the orchard yesterday,” Bigelow announced.  “Tell your boys to be careful around them all.  They step where they please!”
 
    
 
   “I will, thanks Bigelow.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow kept up his song as Alisa entered the carousel chamber.  It was one of the larger chamber on the needle ship.  Not quite as big as the orchard of the Fruit People, but much much taller than the Grand Hall of the Goat People.    At the center of that tall ceiling was a large suspended globe hanging down which was providing the warm and yellow light.  It reminded Alisa of the sky tube in Beta, and was supposed to be just as effective for growing plants.  Around the perimeter of the area were newly planted trees of various kinds and types.  All were still rather small, the tallest being between two and three meters, but Alisa could tell that one day this new place would be ringed by beautiful and full trees.  The ground under the trees even looked like the dirt in Beta, as there were even a few flowers growing in various spots.  
 
    
 
   At the center of the whole area was the new carousel.  It was so similar to the ones back in Beta, that Alisa gasped for a moment.  Then she saw all the people.  It was the biggest gathering of people she had seen in one place since she had fled away from Beta.  
 
    
 
   The new carousel was not yet moving.  Across the top it said in large letters, “Lark” and was centered right underneath the light globe.  Its newly painted colors were vivid and dynamic.  It had a pyramid tip or roof over it.  Alisa knew that when it started up, that top would spin one direction, while the platform with the paired animal figures would spin in a counter direction, all around on a center axis.  The stripes were bright: red, blue, green, yellow, orange, and violet.  Even before it was activated, the stripes gave an illusion of movement, a sort of swirled pattern which was part of that top of the carousel.
 
    
 
   The statues were of animals she knew from Beta, as well as other carvings of animals she had heard about that lived in other habitats.  Some she suspected were imaginary animals as well.  Each pair was unique with a place for a rider to sit.  
 
    
 
   Jenna, Peter, and Siva were all standing near to a line which was gathering.  The line had children and adults in it, waiting to get onto the carousel.  
 
    
 
   “It has happened!  It has happened!” A well-known voice cut over the top of the hubbub of other people talking.  “It has happened!” There was much laughter from that voice as well.    
 
    
 
   A hush fell over the crowd as people turned to look at the familiar man who was yelling so excitedly. 
 
    
 
   “It has happened!” Khin yelled again.  He was laughing so hard it was a chore for him to get other words out.  He rushed across the chamber to where Jenna, Peter, and Siva were standing.  “It has happened?”
 
    
 
   “The babies?” Jenna asked.  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed.  Vesna joined him and she was beaming with a huge smile.  While Khin laughed, Vesna said, “Yes, the babies were born.  Monika had her two boys!”  
 
    
 
   There was general applause and words of encouragement as well as lots of questions.  All the questions were shouted to Vesna and Khin.  
 
    
 
   “It is all so funny!” Khin laughed.  “As my mother says, when babies came, life was never the same.”
 
    
 
   “Two healthy boys!” Vesna announced.  “They are each right at four kilograms, and perfect!  Slightly different hair colors, but healthy and well!  Monika is doing very well, especially for her first delivery.”
 
    
 
   “And the father?” Someone shouted.  
 
    
 
   This time an unsettled quiet settled down on the crowd, and people looked from side to side.  All knew Jerome had been melancholy for months, since he had come back from Alpha’s biome.  
 
    
 
   Khin tried to hold it in, but could not.  He blurted out, “He is smiling!  He even picked one of the babies’ names.  A funny name too! Brink!”
 
    
 
   “The other boy is named Kalur, after Monika’s father,” Vesna yelled out.  
 
    
 
   The crowd roared its approval. 
 
    
 
   “That is exceptionally good news,” Jenna stated after the crowd stopped its chattering.  “Now, we really should open up the new carousel for its first riders.  Everyone who is from Beta, please come forward.  There are more than enough carousel figures for all of us, and more.  But Beta people get first seats.”  
 
    
 
   Dewi and Nabila led some of the other children onto the carousel where they mounted the beautifully carved statues.  The few adults from Beta positioned themselves all around the carousel.  
 
    
 
   “Bigelow?  Are you going to ride?”  Jenna called out.
 
    
 
   From the doorway Bigelow started to walk over to the carousel.  He took a long drink from his bottle, as the images and voices in his head were growing more insistent.  He then faltered in his footsteps.  He made a show of slipping, but was stricken by how intense this episode was.  “Jenna, my dear friend. It seems I have partaken in a bit too much fruit of the grape.  I will watch as you all follow Horace around.”  He wrestled his feelings mightily and put a happy face on, and sang a cheerful melody. 
 
    
 
   “Horace on the carousel drives all around,
 
   Goes up and down, round and round.
 
   He’s been glad since the day he found,
 
   That our carousel is no longer on the ground.”
 
    
 
   Jenna waved, but looked long and hard at Bigelow.  “Thank you.  Let us begin!”
 
    
 
   Siva activated a control and the musical bells of the carousel began to play.  Then the automacube that had been repurposed and was located at the center of the carousel engaged the proper gears and the entire large mechanism began to work.  The platform rotated one direction.  The top of the carousel rotated the other direction.  The statues, with their riders, began to move up and down, and sway gently forward and backward.  Children laughed with pleasure.  The adults smiled in happiness.  The survivors of Beta rejoiced in something that finally felt like the world that had been destroyed.  The people from the needle ship delighted in all the festivities.  The whole carousel chamber rang with joyful noises.  
 
    
 
   Bigelow stepped out of the chamber, and into the dimly lit hallway.  His head was throbbing.  He swallowed more of the alcohol, but it was not keeping the voices at bay.  Not this time.  
 
    
 
   He slumped down to the floor and squeezed his eyes shut as tightly as he could.  “No.  No, I do not want to go.  No!”  He whispered, but there was no one around to hear him.  “Please no! Not again.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow’s mind slipped away from his physical essence and was surrounded by fog.  Not fog from too much drink, but a fog of being outside of the physicality and the nonphysicality.
 
    
 
   “Brigadier, I am forcing this upon you.  I apologize,” Captain Eris stated.  Her fuzzy and indistinct phantasm appearing before him.  “I know you are here in the shadowlands with me.”
 
    
 
   “I am Bigelow, not Brigadier.  I am not working in Terraforming anymore.  I am a roustabout,” Bigelow tried to insist, but his personality was too stressed to fight back.
 
    
 
   “You must help Captain Eris,” Shadow stated.  “I have been frustrated by you too much.  You know you are part of this.”  Both Eris and Bigelow heard Shadow’s words. 
 
    
 
   The phantasm of Captain Eris congealed into a more stable form.  “Your implanted identification says you are Brigadier Conrad Nathan Halbridge, but I will call you Bigelow if that helps.  The Shadow system will be utilized, and you and I are the only reliable ones.  I need your help.”
 
    
 
   “Please, Project Angel Food is over.  Please let me alone.  Please!” Bigelow pleaded. 
 
    
 
   “I told you he was too resistant,” Shadow stated.  “He should be expunged from the Shadow Level Clearance.” 
 
    
 
   Captain Eris’ presence seemed to grow and take on larger and more immense size.  “Shadow, I said no.  We have an emergency, and the whole fate of the Conestoga is in doubt.”
 
    
 
   The essence of Shadow slipped and faded, but was still ever present.  “Yes, Captain.”
 
    
 
   “You can talk about…. Shadow?” Bigelow croaked out.  “I can talk about it to you?  Really?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Bigelow.  You and I can talk about Shadow in this way.  All without any restriction on your physically.  But only here can we talk openly.  In the shadowlands we can discuss anything.  But you must slow down your drinking, I need you as functional as possible. We both, along with some questionable others, have access to the Shadow system.”
 
    
 
   “Access?  More like being possessed, haunted, and cursed!  Not access,” Bigelow whined. “Just leave me be, please.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, Brigadier, you are part of this.  Bigelow,” Eris said more gently.  “Here in the shadowlands, the hyperconsciousness, we can talk.  We must talk.  AI Seljak in Alpha’s Terraforming and Restoration has been running tests.  Not like Project Angel Food, that was an abomination.  Rather, AL Seljak has discovered, along with AI Ogma, that the inhabitants of Zalia are correct.  We must leave now.”
 
    
 
   “What?” Bigelow asked.  “I do not understand.”
 
    
 
   “No humans can survive on Zalia, not even in the habitats which made planet-fall.  It is not sustainable.  All the remaining habitats on Zalia are in grave danger.  In Alpha a gravity sink hole has developed.  We must assemble a team and find a way to leave this world.  We need pilots and other trained people who can accomplish this goal.  There is far more to you than a carnival barker.  The Conestoga must be saved.  The Zalians say we must leave now.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome was right?”  Bigelow asked in a weary voice.
 
    
 
   “Perhaps with the dangers, perhaps not with their source.  The cause of the gravity sinks holes remains a mystery, but we must lift the habitats off the planet to escape,” Eris replied.  “Ascension is the only way.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome the rube is really messed up and from what I hear, Cammarry is worse.  Missing somewhere in Alpha, if she is alive at all,” Bigelow said.  “That AI Sandie could be helpful.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie is not from the Conestoga,” Shadow stated for both Bigelow and Eris to hear.  “Can Sandie be trusted?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie is sophisticated, oh how well I know,” Captain Eris replied. “Sandie also is conflicted about the mission, so I am assessing how to utilize Sandie, Jerome, and Cammarry.  We are going to have a real chore trying to ascend the Conestoga away from this death trap before all the habitats end up like Beta.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow nodded his agreement, but doubts filled his heart.  
 
    
 
   Eris ended the connection and then prayed for guidance, resting her forehead on her folded hands. The images from the shadowlands faded away, and the last she saw was Bigelow standing up and shaking his head.
 
    
 
   Eris lifted her head and blinked her eyes. The workbench in Navigation and Astrogation was very familiar to her now.  Breathing in and out slowly a dozen times, she composed herself.  The task was far harder and she had a shorter time-frame for completion than she had told Bigelow.  She looked at the display screen in front of her.  All the synthetic brains, and the few artificial intelligence systems which were now coupled into the needle ship’s lattice of compeers were listed.  Eris tapped on SB Cotard’s name and smiled to herself.  Then she adjusted the lattice controls and focused her view to only include the systems in Alpha which were now also linked into the lattice.  Those systems were also under her operational control.  She breathed a sigh of relief, but then prayed again as she knew the work ahead was herculean.  Jacking a cable into an access port Eris connected in the conservation slate in front of her to the workstation she now called the Bridge.  Navigation and Astrogation was physically evolving. “Only hundred twenty days left.  We must leave soon, or all habitats will fail.  Why does that number seem so familiar?”  
 
    
 
   The End.
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   1 Agony Alleviated
 
    
 
    
 
   The light from the sky tube was warm and yellow as it washed down illumination on Alpha Habitat.  The sounds of the waterfall which fell along the sidewall were a soothing murmur.  This waterfall, part of the Loop River, came crashing down from the sand-hills area to the jungle area.  The thirty-five-meter fall was nearly perfectly vertical and the rocky pond at the bottom was deep.  The river flowed out of that pond, and continued its trek around the habitat.  Mist floated in the air from the spray of the waterfall.  
 
    
 
   Birds of all kinds, flew both above and below the waterfall.  Those suited for the jungle biome tended to stay in the jungle biome, while those suited for the sand-hills stayed in the upper ecosystem.  Alpha had mechanisms to help that to happen.  The ridge escarpment separated those two biomes very effectively, and nature took care of those birds who decided to be adventurous, or stupid enough, to wander from their ancestral homes.
 
    
 
   “Oh, there is the brave adventurer, seeking to go somewhere it does not belong.  I wonder what its story is?”
 
    
 
   One bird was circling lazily over the waterfall.  It made a few tentative glides out and over the lower level jungle area, as if considering a further descent away from its home.  However, after a few indolent arcs it apparently changed its mind. So with some strong beats of its wings, it ascended upward and headed back.  As it flew, it turned its belly to the human who was watching, and exposed the pale, tan color of the underside of its wings.  They were bordered in dark brown, perhaps with a hint of red in barred stripes. It had a sort of chunky body and large head.  The head swiveled a bit as it looked at its flight pattern. The bird’s broad wings came to a distinct point, and its muscles easily lifted it upward as it ascended in flight. The tail was shortish and somewhat square.  As it flew, its feathers and features were clearly visible to the person sitting on the small deck which jutted out from the rocky ridge escarpment.  The bird made a shrill cry as it winged itself away after one final look around.
 
    
 
   “That is a new one to me, from up above.  Not like that bigger, black and white one, which flies up from the jungle sometimes and lands at this Ranger Outlook deck.  John would know what kind of bird that is, he would know about both kinds.  I will call this new one, the smart bird, for it did not go where it was not wanted.”  Her mind drifted to John and all the others from Dome 17 who she knew she would never see again.  She hoped they had fared better than she did.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry sat on the deck, situated about midway between the top of the escarpment and its bottom.  The deck was only about three meters square, with a permalloy rail around it.  Against the rocky wall at the back was a door which opened to the place she had called her home for the past few months.  The rocks around it were overgrown with various vines, and some insect life.  The escarpment was so steep, nothing ever climbed up this high.  Glancing up, Cammarry could see the overhang at the top of the escarpment.  It jutted out at such an angle that nothing could ever scale over that, even if it was able to climb the entire thirty-five meters or so up from the bottom.  The bird had now risen a good distance, and was slowly wheeling in a wide arc.
 
    
 
   She looked down.  In front of her was a paper bound book, Ranger Outlook Guide.  The book had a good deal of information about the jungle biome which was below her, and a smaller section on the sand-hills biome which was above her.  She had only glanced through it a few dozen times as she sat and pondered.
 
    
 
   “Well, that decides it for me,” Cammarry muttered to herself “I will scavenge today in the sand-hills.  That bird showed me which way to choose.  A signpost in the story of my life.”  
 
    
 
   She assumed the soaring bird was from the sand-hills biome, but was not quite certain.  As she closed the book she thought of Jerome and his love for books, especially those extremely rare, paper books.  She then angrily slammed it down and looked again for the soothing sight of the bird.  It was gone.  It had ascended elsewhere, probably hidden by the outcropping above her.  The jungle biome was set before her.  Roughly eighteen meters below the deck was the rocky ground which lay in front of the escarpment.  Beyond that the dense jungle stretched as far as the stern wall.  That wall was out there past the misty and hazy air which always hovered over the jungle.  The end of the sky tube was a distant blur.  She knew it was something like forty kilometers away, but did not really care.  That town of Aston, which sat at the end of the habitat against the wall, directly beneath where the sky tube and bow wall met, would not get a visit from her anytime too soon.  She again glanced toward the waterfall, which was visible as the escarpment bent a bit toward the jungle there.  The water fell in what looked like preputial motion.  
 
    
 
   “So much water.”  She shook her head.  “Not raining anyway.”
 
    
 
   Rain brought back bad memories for Cammarry.  Not quite as deep or guttural as did the sight of tan sand or dust, but rain reminded her of betrayal, and was a much more recent, and unhealed wound in her soul. She tapped the closed book with her hand and recalled finding it.  Rain and darkness, both brought back those memories.  That dark and wet, seemingly unending, night, which was like an eternity ago, when she came to the escarpment. The trek in the darkness was a blur in her mind.  Flashes of memory.  Mostly of nightmarish images; rare and strange lights from fires, or other unknown sources which strobed the blackness. Or of eerie sounds, jungle noises, crying people, animals’ shrieks, barks, growls, and hoots.  Or of the wet, muddy, and filthy scum on her exposed skin.  All those recollections were spun among her mind and the nearly utter darkness to which they were all a part.  
 
    
 
   She looked again at the book.  It still was a wonder to her how she had discovered the small door in the rocks.  She suspected, but her memory was muddled, that one of the synthetic brains had opened the door as she approached.  She had fallen inside and then collapsed into exhausted sleep.  
 
    
 
   Trying to repress those memories, she turned around and walked over to the clear permalloy door and opened it manually.  It swung on smooth hinges outward.  Only the hardware of the door was opaque permalloy, the rest of the door and the wall it was set into were clear, transparent.  She checked the edge of the door and made sure its power coupling was disconnected.  Cammarry did not trust powered doors, and the door here had a manual override, set into the frame, which she had engaged before ever opening that door for the first time. 
 
    
 
   Stepping into the single room she now lived in, brought back more memories than she could suppress.  When she awoke after the night of blackness, the door to the biome was closed, and the room she was in was a place barely large enough to lay down in.  The exit door and a ladder which led upward were all she could see by the dim, orange glow, from imbedded illumination in the ladder.  Nonetheless, she had deactivated the power coupling on the door as soon as she found it had a manual override.  Then she had ascended the ladder. Or at least, that was how she remembered that dreadful first day in her hole in the wall.  Climbing the ladder had led her to the one-room apartment which was about the size of her domicile in Dome 17.  There, light from the sky tube came in from the clear permalloy of the deck wall. She found a toilet, sink, bed, small kitchen with table, chairs, counters, and a cabinet marked ESRC.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry closed and locked the door to the deck.  The only thing that had ever been on the deck, that she knew of, was the large black and white bird of prey which had perched itself on the deck’s rail.  It had been there several mornings when she awoke, and had glared at Cammarry with its intense eyes, but had flown off as soon as she rose from the bed.
 
    
 
   She looked over at the ESRC’s door which she had propped open, and the items on its shelves.  This sight flooded her with thoughts and memories as well.  It had taken her a number of days, she could not recall how many, before she felt desperate enough to even open that ESRC.  By that time, she was so hungry, and depressed, that she did not care much if she was attacked again, yet she was truly terrified of Shadow implanting itself in her another time.  When she could stand it no longer, and after trying all her tools, renewing the truth that only her com-link and medical kit still worked, she opened that fear-inspiring door.  Nothing had attacked her.  Inside the cabinet was the Ranger Outlook Guidebook, a good stock of food in suspended animation, as well as some antique tools which functioned.  Now, that cabinet held the dysfunctional items from Dome 17.  The dead fusion pack, the inert Willie Blaster, and two data sticks which she had not even known were in pouches in her RAM clothing.  Her com-link was functional, as noted by the small blue light on its frame, yet she did not want to have it with her.  There was no person or machine that could converse with her through that com-link, that she wanted to speak with.  So it sat on the shelf in the open ESRC.         
 
    
 
   Turning around, Cammarry picked up the tools which did work.  The medical kit from Dome 17, and the Conestoga technology from the ESRC.  Those antique tools consisted of an old-style vibration saw, a multipurpose tool, and the old ship’s first-aid kit.  
 
    
 
   “Well, it is not much, but it is something,” Cammarry said to herself.  “Now to ascend to the sand-hills.”
 
    
 
   Snugging up the attachments on her RAM clothing, Cammarry pulled the waist strap as tightly around her as she could.  The clothing was now baggy over her very thin frame.  Excessive, long-term hunger had not been a problem for Cammarry.  After the hunger did drive her to open the ESRC, she lost much of her appetite.  The food was too spicy, bitter, salty, seasoned, or too flavorful for her palate.  It just did not taste good.  By eating only a meal every few days, trying to prolong the food stores from the ESRC, she had lost weight. For she knew the suspended animation food would not last forever.  In fact, she had only two meals left.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I tried foraging in the jungle, but that failed,” Cammarry said as she adjusted her pants yet again and cinched them up tighter around her skinny legs.  “The jungle was better than a mission to a dead dome on Earth, but I wish that book had a guide for eatable foods, but no, that story is somewhere else.”  
 
    
 
   The trap door which opened in the floor with the descending ladder was latched.  It too had been depowered and took a spin of the small wheel on it to open manually.  In the other corner of the small room was the ladder which led upward.  She climbed the first few rungs, and spun the wheel on the trap door in the ceiling.  It slowly lifted upward on its manual springs.   
 
    
 
   Cammarry began her ascent.  After clearing the trapdoor, she turned back and pushed it down with her foot.  It sealed, and with a tap of her toes the wheel spun.  The shaft where the ladder was located was smooth on the sides, and an orange glow lit the entire height.  Looking up, she wondered if there was an elevator which opened somewhere in the Ranger Outlook, but she refused to reconnect the power to see.  So she climbed rung by rung.  She climbed at a steady, even pace.  There was no rush, and no one waiting for her.
 
    
 
   Cammarry completed her ascent. The top of the ladder ended at another trap door. From the bottom, it was a regular looking permalloy mechanism.  Cammarry spun the manual wheel and it lifted open.  She climbed out.  From the top it was a camouflaged door.  This one looked like a tilted rock and blended well into the scenery.  When that door was shut it looked like a random rock of the field.  Just as the outside of the bottom door looked like a part of the escarpment wall.  Cammarry had checked the top door when she first explored the place and was disconnecting the power from the doors.  All five doors, the two camouflaged doors, the two trap doors, and the clear permalloy door to the deck, she de-powered and set on manual.  Cammarry knew that meant anyone who was aware of the doors’ locations, could open them, but no one had tried in all the weeks she had stayed there.
 
    
 
   As she exited the door she muttered to herself, “Well, if someone gets in here they are welcome to that broken stuff.  Sandie ruined it for me anyway.”  
 
    
 
   Shutting the door, Cammarry looked at it and memorized where it was located.  The waterfall was not as visible from up on the top, but she could still hear it.  She could also see the chasm where the river plunged down over the edge against the sidewall of the habitat.  That sidewall clearly rose up beyond that.  Checking all the views and things around, she memorized the location. She would not forget how to enter her adopted abode.
 
    
 
   “Now, I am off to find resources.”  
 
    
 
   As she looked out, the view here was vastly different than from the deck. She saw the grass covered, rolling, small hills with some exposed areas of sand on their sides.  Covering some of the vales between the small hills were trees, but everywhere else was a vast sea of golden or green grassy vegetation.  The grasses ended about a dozen or so meters away from the edge of the ridge escarpment.  From that point to the edge were rocks and pebbles leading right to a meter-high rim of rock which was atop the abutment which jutted out.  There were numerous clumps of trees, but they were a deep green with some even having a faint bluish tint.  Instead of the wide and big leaves of the jungle trees, these trees usually had tight, straight, often pointy spikes on their stems.  Those spikes were a rusty brown color on the ground about the trees.
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked toward the river, as she thought following that upstream might be her best choice.  That way, she figured, she could just follow the river back to where her hiding hole was located.  She still was somewhat intimidated by the vast biological habitat, especially now that she was alone, unarmed, and without connection.  For the briefest moment, she thought about returning and getting the com-link, but her emotions quickly overruled her adventurer training.
 
    
 
   “They failed to help me before,” Cammarry stated and then spit onto the ground.  She smiled as she thought of that spit, and how she could never do that when she had been on missions outside of Dome 17.  She squatted down and looked at the grasses where her sputum had landed.  Watching that drop meander down the grass stem was soothing.  
 
    
 
   “So the story of my life now is being alone.” She stood and continued onward.  Reaching the river she gazed at it.  The river was set against the sidewall of the habitat, and she understood better why this section was called sand-hills.  Even more so than in the small rolling hills, the bank of the river showed the sandy soil which was not far beneath the grassy surface.  The bank was steep, and most of it was sandy loam and pebbles.  She inhaled deeply and was refreshed by the smells of the river and the mist which thickened the air.  Cammarry saw some movement in the water, besides the gentle waves as the river pushed toward the waterfall.  She realized that there were some dark shadows under the water.  They were waving their tails and keeping in about the same position, by swimming against the current.  They looked peaceful and tranquil in their watery residence.  
 
    
 
   “John would have liked it here.  He could have hunted for those fish, and caught them.  He always said fish historically were a big food source.  How would I do that?”  She considering the mess that might happen if she waded into the river.  Then she looked over toward the waterfall, and gazed back at the flow of water.  She shook her head.  “Too strong a force of water to walk within.”  
 
    
 
   As Cammarry followed the river upstream, she kept looking for some signs of human habitation.  In all the days she had looked out over the jungle from the Ranger Outlook, she had never seen another human being.  Lots of animals, birds, and insects were observed, but no people.  
 
    
 
   Walking along, she came to a hill off to the side of the river.  It was wider and somewhat taller than the others in the area.  At the same time as she spied that hill, noises and other sounds reached her ears. 
 
    
 
   “Keea ceiis, giigg, yuiiikeit,” and a strange mix of other clucking, yelping, clacking, and cackling was heard.  These were not the same calls the chickens on the needle ship made, nor did it sound like anything Cammarry knew.  
 
    
 
   Some animals were moving about under and around the trees on that hill.
 
    
 
   “Chickens?” Cammarry stated and knelt down.  With one hand she made a shield above her eyes to see better.   
 
    
 
   The animals she watched did resemble, roughly and in a general way, the chickens from the needle ship.  Cammarry squinted her eyes to get a better look.  She had never seen the needle ship’s chickens in bright light.  Outside of the needle ship’s ever-present dim light, she was not sure what those chickens would look like.  So she compared what she was seeing in the bright sky tube light to the chicken she had only observed in the dimness.  These birds were different.  They were mostly the same size, but these birds, on the hill, moved differently.  They were less aggressive and slower.  There were also physical differences which could not be accounted for only by the lighting difference.  These habitat birds had long reddish-yellow legs under their seemingly oversized bodies.  One of the closer birds had grayish-green legs. Even in the bright light their feathers were dark, nearly blackish, with a somewhat coppery sheen.  Some had red parts about their heads, necks and throats.  Cammarry wondered if they were carnivores and had been devouring some prey animal. That might explain the sluggish behavior if they were satiated with food. Yet, the red did not look very much like blood, it was too bright.  It looked to be part of their plumage.  And Cammarry saw no carcass of some dead prey. 
 
    
 
   “Chickens are food on the needle ship,” Cammarry said softly.  Without the Willie Blaster, she wondered how she might ever drop one of the large birds.  She imagined herself running after one, and chuckled.  “Khin would love to see me chase a chicken.  In the end, it would probably eat me.”  She wiped a tear from her eye.
 
    
 
   The creatures were slowly migrating around, and growing closer to the river, so Cammarry skirted away from them and out more toward the middle of the biome.  She looked up and used the sky tube as a reference point and headed roughly in that direction.  She knew walking facing the sky tube would bring her toward the center, while walking with her back to the sky tube would take her toward the outer edges of the biome.  Walking parallel with the sky tube would carry her along the long axis of the habitat.  She did not want to veer too far from the river but did want to avoid those odd ground birds. “I wonder if they can even fly?” She nearly called them chickens, but knew they were some different species.  Again she wished she could speak to John about all she was seeing.  She did not want to admit it to herself, but her heart yearned for human contact.  The idea of speaking to Sandie, the artificial intelligence crossed her mind, but she rejected it quickly.  
 
    
 
   When the hill with the birds was a sufficient distance away, she headed back toward the river.  That was when a thundering herd of beasts emerged from a gully near where she was approaching.  About a dozen animals rushed away.  Their movement was swift, as they ran before her.  Tawny brownish color, about a meter tall, with four swift legs, they blended into the shrubs and grasses fairly well. They ran with their heads down, but moved quickly.  She only got a good look at one, in just an instant, as it passed her.  She was impressed by the odd shape of its bumped and slumped nose which hung over its mouth.  Its dark eyes met her own, and then the beast was gone.  Some of them had twin horns with dark stripes, but most were hornless. Some grunts, groans, and odd vocalizations came from the herd as it rushed off.  They were sounds Cammarry had never heard before. 
 
    
 
   “Not goats,” Cammarry muttered as she jumped back.  There was no need to move, but her instincts had taken over.  “Bigger than goats, but what are you?”   
 
    
 
   Again, she pondered if these animals were a food source, yet could not imagine trying to catch one of these odd non-goat things.  Khin had ways with goats, but these were not goats, just as the blackish birds were not chickens.  
 
    
 
   “Oh John, the wonders I see, and I wonder what you are seeing?  Are you alone too?  Did you find a safe place, some garden, or biome?  I sure hope you did.”   
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked on, and glanced at the footprints of the animals and these too were different from the many goat footprints she had seen in the dim light of the needle ship.  Her mind kept making comparisons with what she was seeing now, to what she had known on the needle ship.  Yet, behind that was the biology classes John had taught in Dome 17.  Back then, wild animals were all extinct, mythological, or pure fairytales.  
 
    
 
   “I am not a hunter, especially without weapons.  I suppose I must find some human settlement and hope they have stored foods,” Cammarry remarked.  She spit again, thinking of the spicy tastes of the suspended animation foods.
 
    
 
   The dust was settling from the herd running away, and Cammarry realized that seeing the dust had only slightly caused her to think of radiation.  She smiled at that evolution of her thoughts.  After that, she did note how many things were tan color, and her anxiety about death rose in her mind.
 
    
 
   “Tan equals death.”  
 
    
 
   She saw no more of the non-goat herd as she approached the river again.  She was on the opposite side of the large bird hill, and here the ground had more frequent, but smaller hills.  As she crested one of those hills, stepping around the prickly copse of trees, she heard a man’s voice.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, my dear Haddie.  I know not what has broken your leg.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked between the hills and spotted a farm.  Some cultivated fields were set between the rolling hills.  Rows of some kind of plants were growing in neatly arranged lines in several fields.  They were not the narcotic lek plants, but something new to Cammarry.  She then remembered that the lek plants seemed to only grown on the plantations around the town of Aston which was in the jungle part of the habitat.
 
    
 
   In an empty field a man was standing near to a beast which was limping badly.  Its right front leg was clearly broken and it could not bear weight on it.  The beast was enormous, in harness, and with some kind of wooden device strapped behind it.  Not as tall as the horses from Beta, nonetheless, this animal was stocky and heavily built.  It was a ruddy brown color with white belly and white head.  The man stepped over and cautiously unstrapped the implement from the animal.  He led it away from where they had been working. 
 
    
 
   “Come on Haddie.  Step over here and let me take a look.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry watched as the man ever so gently led the beast a few more steps over.  The field they were in was barren of growth, but there were a series of ruts which the device had been plowing through the ground.  
 
    
 
   The man was wearing a loose, white shirt, gray pants, and a tan colored hat.  He squatted down and took off his hat.  Wiping his forehead, Cammarry noted he had spiky blond hair, and a pale complexion.  He placed the hat back on and used his hands to tenderly examine the leg which the large animal still did not rest on the ground.  The beast would lower it a bit, and then raise it back up in obvious pain. 
 
    
 
   “Oh Haddie, old girl.  It is broken.  Such a shame,” the man said and looked down at the ground.  There was soft weeping, the sound of which reached Cammarry’s ears.  “I will have to end your days.  You have been faithful and true, and I so needed you in these times of trouble.”
 
    
 
   “Wait!” Cammarry called out before she even knew she wanted to speak.  
 
    
 
   The man looked up and was instantly wary.  
 
    
 
   “May I speak with you?” Cammarry asked.  She looked around as if there might be others within earshot.   
 
    
 
   “A beautiful woman,” the man said.  “Yes, we can speak, for a short time.  It is a sad day for my Haddie here.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry could almost feel the man’s eyes as they assessed her, but the distance was too great to make out much of his features.  She decided to walk up to him.  As she did, she noted his clothing was simple, and the contrivance which had been hooked to the beast was primitively made from wood and leather with a permalloy blade to bite the ground.  
 
    
 
   “I see you are from Wolf City,” the man said.  “If you have come looking for slaves, I am the only one here.”
 
    
 
   “I am not from any city or town.  Not Wolf City, nor Aston,” Cammarry responded.  She stepped closer.  The man was younger than she had first thought.  His blond hair was sticking up, but his face was clean shaven.  His eyes were dark blue, but kindly with a measure of weariness.  “I am not even originally from Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “You are not of the Neb Old Order, as I can see from your clothing.  Yet, you do not talk like a slave trader, nor like a slave.  Your eyes are too bright and alert to be a lek addict.  Are you from the jungle people somehow?  I am ignorant of their ways, forgive me.  Just who are you?”
 
    
 
   “Some have called me a wizard.”  Cammarry laughed a bit as she recalled her first meeting with Khin.  Despite the simplicity of his clothing and tools, this man before her was not as primitive as Khin and his Goat People.  He had a certain something about him, meekness, wisdom, and kindness.  
 
    
 
   “Maaoo!”  The beast grunted and pushed its head against the man.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, dear Haddie.  My apologies.  Your agony with the broken leg must be immense.”  He turned and stoked the animal’s face tenderly.  “I will end your suffering.  I am so sorry to lose you.”  He reached for a sheath on his belt and drew out a knife which had a bone handle, and was about fifteen centimeters long.  “I will make it as quick as…”
 
    
 
   “No wait!” Cammarry interjected as she rushed forward. “You are not going to kill that beast are you?”
 
    
 
   The man turned back and there were tears in his eyes.  “The oxen cannot live on only three legs, that is inhumane and cruel.  I have raised Haddie since she was a calf.  I ask you to respect us and let me do what must be done.”  Tears were streaming down his face, but he did not look weak at all to Cammarry.  There was strength beneath his sorrow and grief.
 
    
 
   “I can help.  Let me heal this animal.”
 
    
 
   “Large livestock cannot survive a broken leg.  Please do not trifle with me.  Haddie is hurting and I must help her.  Alleviating her agony is all I can offer now.”  The man moved with his arm toward the animal’s mane, but then hesitated.  Something in Cammarry’s look, or words, or countenance made him think twice, and then considered it even yet again.  Looking back, he asked, “You can help Haddie?  Is that why you are called a wizard?”
 
    
 
   “I am not magic, or supernatural, if that is what you mean.”  Cammarry pulled out her medical kit.  “I do have a device which we can try.  I am not sure if it will work on an animal, but it might.  It will not take long to try, and that great beast’s pain might be alleviated or even healed.  However, I cannot resurrect the dead.”
 
    
 
   The man nodded his head.  “A fair point, from the beautiful woman.”  His compliment did not come off as flattery or flirtation, but rather as an observation.  “I know not of the ways of machines.  I am of the Neb Old Order, not a follower of Araceli.”  He looked pensive for a moment.  “Your machine contraption will not hurt Haddie, will it?”
 
    
 
   “She must be in considerable pain already,” Cammarry responded.  “I doubt it will cause more suffering, but I think it will help.  Probably heal.  May I try?”  Cammarry had slowly walked closer.  She could see now that the man’s clothing was hand sewn, yet fitted well.  Aside from the knife she saw no other tools, and no weapons.  
 
    
 
   “Please proceed.”  He put the knife away.
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled the wires out from the medical kit and attached them just above where the beast’s leg was broken.  She pressed the diagnosis button.  The small screen read out, ‘Bovine.  Fractures in metacarpus and phalanges.  Confirm: you seek veterinary treatments?’
 
    
 
   Cammarry pressed the diagnosis button again.  
 
    
 
   ‘Prognosis excellent.  Inject into any large muscle mass.  Bovine will be sedated and sleep for six to eight hours.  Complete bone realignment will take place after sedation.  Osteo-regeneration will be accomplished during sleep.  Complete recovery expected after sleep.’  A syringe slid out from the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   “I will need to inject this into the animal, and it will then lie down and sleep,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I read that on your contraption.  Some words were unfamiliar, but it was addressing the bones and healing, correct?” the man asked.  “Will this really work?”
 
    
 
   “I believe it will.  Unlike some things, the medical kit has never failed me before,” Cammarry said with a smile.  Then she caught herself and realized the medical kit had failed her before.  It had missed the Shadow implant inside of her arm.  
 
    
 
   The man gently touched Cammarry’s shoulder.  “Something troubles you, deeply.  If this is the last of some supplies you have, I understand your hesitation.  You may be needing it for your own livestock, or your own uses.”  He tenderly caressed her shoulder.  “Oh my, you are just skin and bones.  Have you been sick as well?  Please use your supplies to help yourself.”
 
    
 
   She shrugged away from his touch.  “I have no livestock.  The power level on the medical kit is still well over its minimum requirements, so there will be many more treatments, if needed.  I want to help you,” Cammarry stated.  “May I inject your animal? Is its name Haddie?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, her name is Haddie.  Yes, you may inject that,” the man looked a bit skeptical.  “She can sleep here in the field, if that works.”  He looked back to where they had been plowing.  “I am still unsure how her leg was broken.  She is not so very old, as all that, to have brittle bones.”   
 
    
 
   Cammarry used the syringe on the animal.  Its skin was tougher than she expected, and the hair was somewhat wiry.  
 
    
 
   “Now, beautiful woman, step back near me,” the man said and softly guided Cammarry’s steps.  “Haddie weighs a good four hundred kilograms.  More than I could lift off of you, should she fall on you.”
 
    
 
   The animal let out a slight groan and dropped to her front knees.  The broken leg folded properly due to the stimulation by the medical kit, and with a couple small steps by her back legs, Haddie settled down to the ground.  She stretched out her head, and set that on the ground as well.  The wires from the medical kit remained attached.  With a contented sigh, Haddie the ox fell into sleep.
 
    
 
   The man patted Cammarry’s shoulder, but again she pulled away. “I mean no offence, and no insult, but are you well?  I just feel your bones through your technical clothing.  Forgive me if I overstep etiquette.”
 
    
 
   “Times have been difficult for me.  I have not been eating right, and…”
 
    
 
   “I can assist with that,” the man stated.  “My food, is your food.  My saraj, is your saraj.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure what kind of food saraj is, sorry.”
 
    
 
   “It is I who should apologize.  My home is called a saraj, and you are welcome to share in my food and my home.” He looked at the oxen.  “I see your contraption is making the muscles pull Haddie’s leg into place.  I believe it will heal.  That is rather miraculous.”
 
    
 
   “Not a miracle, just science and medicine.  I am Cammarry by the way.”
 
    
 
   “I can see why someone called you a wizard.” The man’s smile was broad.  “I am Alizon, son of Alice.  Things have been difficult here as well.  Before the night of blackness, slave masters came and I am all that remains of my family.  Mother, father, and both sisters were killed by those seeking run-away slaves.  They burned our house, and so I built the saraj.  That was by no means the only time followers of Araceli have troubled us.  Did those troubles also rob you of your family?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”  She stepped away, unable to say any more.  
 
    
 
   “Forgive me if I have probed and meddled in your personal affairs.  You are entitled to grieve in the way best for you,” Alizon stated.  “I must go and see how Haddie broke her leg.  We were just plowing along, and there was nothing much ahead.  We walked toward a bit of flattened ground and when Haddie stepped into it, her leg broke.  Perhaps a prairie dog’s tunnel I did not see?”  He stepped around the sleeping Haddie.
 
    
 
   “Flattened?  Wait!”  Cammarry rushed up to him.  “Beware!  I might know what happened.”
 
    
 
   Alizon stopped.  Cammarry stood next to him.  They both looked at where the plow had been unharnessed.  In front of that was a circular patch of ground, about a meter wide.  The oxen’s tracks led up to it, then off to the side.  The tilled field was smashed down there in that circle, unlike the areas around it.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry squatted down and picked up a dirt clod.  “Was that where the injury took place?” She gestured toward the circular spot on the ground.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, right at the edge of that circle.  Strange how a circle that round can show up on the ground.  I do not recall seeing that there when we were plowing.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry tossed the dirt clod.  It arched up and then fell hard vertically right to the ground as it entered the circle.  
 
    
 
   “Odd and puzzling!” Alizon said.  “Never have I see anything like that.”
 
    
 
   “I have,” Cammarry said as she stood up.  “It is a gravity sink, or gravity hole.  They are deadly.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2 CONTINUING Construction
 
    
 
    
 
   The shiny and new blue engineering automacube used its manipulation arm, with attached vibration saw, to precisely slice through another section of permalloy.  The work was exact, as cutting that ultra-hard metal was not as easily done as just slicing a steel beam.  At one point several sparks shot forth around the vibration saw, badly scorching its mechanisms.
 
    
 
   “Halt operations.  Withdraw one meter.” A man paced over and closely assessed the work of the automacube, as it rolled backward away from the smoldering wall.  “Another one, not on the schematics.”  His thin frame was covered in dark brown clothing.  A tool belt hung from his waist.  He squatted down and used an assessment setting on the conservation slate he held.  His bright eyes shown from his nearly black complexion.  He read the results and nodded a bit.  Then he reexamined the work, and stood up.   The end of the vibration saw was ruined, but it was only the projection tip.  Taking a replacement from a locker nearby, he connected the new one in place.  Rubbing the side of his forehead, he looked back and reviewed the plans.   Peering at more reading on the conservation slate he again nodded.  Then he called over his shoulder.    
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?  This automacube ran into another unexpected power duct.  No major damage, but I have a question.  Does that entire wall section come down, or could we do only a partial partition?  It is just storage compartments behind there, so space is not the issue.  I just wonder what else may be located beneath the surface.  So before I give the approval for this new automacube to continue and pull it all down, I wanted to double check. We will also need to reroute several energy channels within the wall.  There have been revisions for the synthetic brains which are not in the original schematics.  So would you make sure I am reading the Project Ascension plan correctly?” His eyes studied the plan on his conservation slate. He patted the side wall.  “This original permalloy is a masterpiece in spun metal, hate to see it go, if you know what I mean.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Peter, I understand.  The builders of the Conestoga did a fine job,” Captain Eris stated.  “It is not as entertaining as your carousel, but the space we have to work in is also tighter and more constricted.  Give me a moment to review.” 
 
    
 
   Lorelei Eris Concordia, was known to almost everyone as Eris, stood in Navigation and Astrogation near to the stellar cartography workstation.  She was a few years younger than Peter, but was the Acting Captain, and only official member of the Conestoga’s flight crew.  Her dark hair was pulled back into a pony tail, secured by a small band.  The light blue engineering uniform she wore was only broken by the belted holster of her RSW Model 10 Officer Edition sidearm.  Her golden colored eyes looked down at the conservation slate in her hand.  Tapping it a bit she reviewed the overall construction plan.  She knew better than anyone else to confirm every question Peter asked.  Peter was a roustabout, and was one of the few people Eris knew who had engineering and mechanical aptitude.  Siva, another roustabout, was on a mission to the engineering section of the ship to get a firsthand look at the mighty engines of the Conestoga.  Monika was also part of that select group, but she was busy with her infant twin sons.  Bigelow was the last member of the team Eris had assembled, but he was not as reliable as the others.  Peter would not ask a meaningless question, so Eris reviewed the plans.  The stakes were too high, there had been too much prior damage, and the time was too short for any mistakes. 
 
    
 
   “We do have the new engineering automacubes coming from Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication facility.  That is helpful.  I do see what you mean. Are you concerned about those connections for SB Pinaka and SB Cotard?  Especially regarding heat dissipation?”  Eris tapped her finger to her lips.  “I see what you are saying about the potential for doing a partial removal only.  When I installed SB Cotard, I did not expect the need for a new command bridge.  That was before Project Ascension was implemented. Let me check one more thing.”  
 
    
 
   Eris tapped the com-link on her ear and switched it to link with the lattice of compeers on a private channel.  Peter did not have all the details of Project Ascension and his part did not include the fact that all the habitats were suffering from degradation. Eris had only told one other person the magnitude of the situation, and Bigelow was not as helpful as she had hoped he would be.  The lattice of compeers was well aware, as was Sandie the artificial intelligence system which had come from Earth. With a lowered voice she said, “Peter raises a good question here about heat in the power couplings.  Please confirm we will have sufficient insulation and protection, with this revision.”  She pressed her fingers to the diagram on her display to indicate which section was involved.  
 
    
 
   Speaking for the lattice of compeers, synthetic brain Pinaka replied, “Processing.  Yes, with layered sections, two centimeters apart, the newly constructed configuration will have proper protection.” 
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Do you confirm that?”  Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Sandie the AI stated.  “Peter has a more conservative bent toward keeping the crew protected, which is a noble trait.  However, the design is still within safe parameters and expected stress tolerances.  As long as energy flows do not exceed 150% of operation specifications, the design is adequate.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Eris replied and switched off the private channel.  She then called over to Peter.  “Thanks for checking.  We cannot be too careful while we press onward.  That section will need to be totally removed to push the space open for the new bridge.  The heat issues should be safe.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  Thank you Captain,” Peter replied.  He punched in some commands on the conservation slate, which relayed those to the blue automacube.  An older and somewhat scarred automacube, EA-270 then rolled up to the area and along with the new automacube continued the rebuilding process.
 
    
 
   “Keep asking your questions, Peter.  Your insight is invaluable,” Eris said with genuine feeling and appreciation.
 
    
 
   Peter spoke again.  “Captain?  I see Monika and her adorable little boys often, she has helped greatly with ideas on these plans,”  Peter hesitated.  “I also see Jerome is around.  If I may ask, is there any word on Cammarry?”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  None.  Sandie is monitoring for signals, and the com-link is still functional, but we have heard nothing,” Eris replied sullenly.
 
    
 
   “None of my contacts have seen her either,” Shadow whispered to Eris.  “There are still two contacts wandering within the shell of Alpha.  They should have been terminated.” 
 
    
 
   “Well,” Peter continued.  “Jerome does not ask about her, but I can tell the man is deeply grieved.  Oh, he does well enough learning to be a daddy.  Monika is a good and patient teacher.  But he is restless and unresolved.  Is there anything we can do? I mean, he is quite sophisticated in technology, and his AI Sandie is remarkable.  It just seems a shame to waste that resource since we do have such a tight schedule.  I also think the man needs a mission or purpose.”
 
    
 
   Eris considered carefully how to answer.  For a while the silence drew out as she prayed for discernment about what to say, and even more importantly, what to do.  Finally, she responded.  “Peter, would you use a pipe for pressurized hydraulics if you knew it had fissures in it?”
 
    
 
   “No.  Not unless I could mend them and test its resilience before using it,” Peter answered.  “Are you saying that Jerome is too badly broken to be of service?”
 
    
 
   “Not necessarily,” Eris countered.  “However, you and I know well the traumas we suffered in Beta.  Some are coping better than others.  Now, magnify that by three, and I think you may understand the emotional schematics of Jerome.”
 
    
 
   “Three?” Peter was puzzled.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, three.  First, he lost his home place, that Dome 17 on Earth.  Second, he went through the nightmare in Beta.  Third, he lost his, excuse me I almost said wife, or sister, but I think the correct term is age-mate.  He lost Cammarry.  Frankly, Peter, I am unclear on the details of that relationship, and I do not have time to study post-apocalyptic psychology.  I do know he is damaged.  Only Cammarry can actually relate to all he has lost.  Oh, and remember, he blames himself, right or wrong, for the slave rebellion in Alpha.  His mourning is great.  Somehow, those who mourn will be comforted, but in what manner, and how long that takes is a mystery.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Captain.  Sorry to distract from our work,” Peter answered.  “I was being optimistic, as babies always bring out my more productive side.  Like I said, Jerome is figuring out how to be a papa.  I just thought…but never mind.”
 
    
 
   Eris laughed a bit.  “Peter, you are not usually such a coy person.  What are you driving at?”
 
    
 
   Peter sighed deeply.  “He has designed a robotic probe.  I saw his designs and they are impressive.  Monika said he works on it for hours after the babies go to sleep.  I believe it might help us in understanding what is happening to the other habitats.  You know we only have rough ideas and theories about the remaining habitats.  Jerome has based his design on the robotic probe which first came to the Conestoga and led his scout ship here.  I believe Jerome is afraid to bring it to your attention, yet, from what I saw, I think it has merit.”
 
    
 
   “It is a good idea Eris,” Shadow whispered.  “You know that situation in Alpha needs to be addressed.  Not just my other contacts, but that gravity sink hole in the hanger bay.  A probe might allow us to find out more, without panicking the others.” 
 
    
 
   Eris considered.  She still resisted Shadow, and was hesitant to completely trust it.  “We do have a severe shortage of shuttle pilots, and a limited number of shuttles.  Probes, unpiloted craft, or drones, whatever you want to call them is a smart idea.  I will take it up with Jerome myself,” Eris replied.  “Thank you for telling me.”
 
    
 
   “Honestly, Monika asked me to speak to you.  She is worried about Jerome and thinks he needs an outlet for all his emotions.  Why she cares so much about him, still surprises me, but she does.  So, I support her, the babies, and even Jerome.  Besides, we do need to find those other habitat’s precise locations.”    
 
    
 
   “Right!  Project Ascension needs to find all the repositories in order to go and fix them, and secure them,” Peter replied.  
 
    
 
   Eris immediately felt remorse for not fully disclosing the plan to Peter.  He was a diligent, hard-worker, and deserved to know that they had less than one hundred-twenty days to get the habitats off of Zalia.  The lattice of compeers had estimated that most humans would function less effectively knowing the looming threat, rather than being inspired to just work quickly.  Eris, being an engineer did not question that, especially after the AI Sandie had connected her to the simulation of Dome 17’s Doctor Chambers who confirmed that mass panic was a real potential. 
 
    
 
   “Peter, I believe your idea is so worthwhile, I will go right now and discuss it with Jerome.  It is about time I saw those babies again, anyway.”  Then Eris, who had been thinking about Doctor Chamber and his excellent advice, added.  “Now, I know you like to put in long hours, but remember, the needle ship has not yet instituted proper circadian light cycles all over.  Here in Navigation and Astrogation the automacubes will work around the clock, but you should not, even though the light is normal here.  So keep track of your time, and get the proper rest you need.  You are welcome to stay in the guest quarters over there.  It would be a long trip to get back to your carousel before you need to sleep.”
 
    
 
   Peter smiled at her.  “Thanks for caring, Captain.  I will sleep here tonight.”
 
    
 
   Eris grinned as she departed from the construction site and took the funicular car to the nearest terminal by Monika’s apartment.  She knew Jerome had been living there.  While she traveled, sealed within the funicular car, the whole of the cosmos outside the clear permalloy walls, she spoke to Sandie.
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Has Jerome asked you about some unpiloted craft he has designed?”
 
    
 
   “Not directly, Captain Eris,” Sandie answered.  “However, I did conjecture a solid probability that that was what he has been working on.  He rarely speaks with me, even when I have made the attempts at conversations.  He has a conservation slate which he has repurposed so as to be unreadable by the lattice.  He believes it is unreadable by me as well.  However, I cannot let him do something which is self-destructive, nor endangers others.  Therefore, I have set some basic monitoring guidelines on his conservation slate.  Additionally, he has had some success in restoring a Dome 17 data stick.  We know something like that was done once before in Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication, and Jerome has tried to imitate that.  He has been partially successful in retrieving some information from the data stick, and its reader.”
 
    
 
   Eris watched as the vehicle, which carried her, crawled across the exterior of the needle ship.  The vast blackness of space reminded her of the night of darkness in Alpha.  Here, however, there were stars and when the rotation was correct, the red sun of the solar system they were in could be seen.  While the green and yellow planet was named Zalia, the solar system they were in had never been identified precisely, so she thought of the red star around which Zalia orbited, as the sun of Zalia.  From the position she was in, that sun was hidden, as it was only visible now from the opposite side of the needle ship.
 
    
 
   The funicular stopped, the walls became opaque, and gravity manipulation shifted gently as the car rolled to where the side could open.  She stepped out and found herself in the dim light of the needle ship.  The growth medium here was thick and spongy under her feet.  She walked down the hallway to where Monika had set up her apartment.
 
    
 
    
 
   “I hope I do not wake the babies,” Eris said as she tapped a code on the nine-section color control pad.  The door gave a small chime, and slid sideways into its pocket.
 
    
 
   The interior of the apartment was well lit and fresh air wafted over Eris as she stood at the threshold.  
 
    
 
   “Come on in Captain Eris!” Monika called happily.  “I am just tending to Kalur, but will be just a minute.  Jerome is in the front room rocking Brink.  Take a seat.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks Monika.”  Eris walked inside.
 
    
 
   The apartment had a small foyer at the entrance. There had once been a double seal set of doors.  The second door was retracted into its pocket about a meter and a half from the front door.  As Eris stepped past that, she turned to her left and saw the front room where there was a couch, several comfy chairs, and a display on the far wall.  The display showed a motion image of the sea from the Beta habitat.  The sea was beautiful and had a three-dimensional depth to it.  A small ship was sailing in the waves, and the coastline was pleasant and inviting.  
 
    
 
   “It is a lot different than the last time we saw Beta,” Jerome stated in a soft voice.   
 
    
 
   “Indeed,” Eris replied and looked at Jerome.  His medium complexion and short, curly, dark brown hair and hazel eyes contrasted somewhat with the pale complexion of the baby in his arms.  Jerome’s lean and muscular frame was clothed in simple gray colored fatigues, not the RAM suit Eris had usually seen him wearing.  Seeing him nurturing a child surprised Eris more than she expected, but he appeared to be doing a nice job of it.  The baby happily reached up for his nose.  Jerome tipped his face down, and the baby’s small and light fingers stroked across his nose.
 
    
 
   “Little Brink is fascinated with my nose.  Right trooper,” Jerome said as he wiggled his nose in response to the baby’s touch.  “Of course, Kalur also likes to pull on my face: ears, nose, eyes, mouth.  Just like a normal baby.”
 
    
 
   “Hey, our babies are normal,” Monika chided in good humor as she walked in from the bedrooms in the back.  She was breastfeeding Kalur, but had a light tan shirt over her shoulders.  Her face was glowing with joy.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know the boys are normal.    But they were born…”  Jerome halted for a moment as little Brink latched his fingers into a nostril. Brink also cooed some baby sounds. 
 
    
 
   “Naturally.  Jerome, the word you want to use is naturally,” Monika answered as she buttoned up her top and lifted Kalur to burp him.  “Our babies were born naturally, and they are brothers, not age-mates.” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, I agree,” Jerome answered.  “But I was reading and someone said, because of the revolution of the Earth upon its axis, the signs in the constellations vary every four minutes, and thus even the fate of twins may differ considerably.”  He looked over to Eris.  “That was from some old-time religion, is it in your tradition?”
 
    
 
   Eris was unsure if Jerome was mocking her or was serious.  His demeanor was difficult to assess.  “No.  I believe that sounds more like a variation of Vedic Astrology.  My mother would have been able to address your question more than I can, but that philosophy is many thousands of years old and looks to the stars, planets, and the moon.  I am not sure how that would apply in this case, as Zalia has no moon, and the constellations here have not been studied like they were from old Earth.”  Eris then realized that she had spoken of her mother without the gut-stabbing anguish which usually accompanied those memories.  “So, you four are doing well?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Monika answered quickly.  “Jerome even programmed that display to run video loops showing recorded scenes from Beta.  That was a sweet gift for me.  It switches about every hour to a different view.  The sea is great, but in my heart I am really a nemophilist.  Seeing the trees in Beta again, makes me smile, and Jerome did that.  It was a kind and considerate gesture.  He found them in an archive.  I do love the forests and trees.”  She smiled at him.  “I said we could do the same for images from his Dome 17, as Sandie has that information, and we could easily install other displays on other walls.”
 
    
 
   “I am not ready, not yet, to face seeing that.  Tan and radioactivity are not aesthetically appealing.  Besides, Beta is much more beautiful than Dome 17 ever was.  All I miss from Dome 17 are the people, and I will never see them again.”  He looked down at little Brink and then kissed him on the forehead.  “I must consider the future.”  He looked over at Eris and his countenance grew dark for a moment.  Like a storm washed over his face and eyes.  “Do you have word?”
 
    
 
   Eris knew he was referring to Cammarry, but he did not speak her name.  “No.  However, I do come with an opportunity.  I hope we can discuss it.”
 
    
 
   Monika sat down next to Jerome with Kalur nestled into her arms.  “What do you have in mind?”
 
    
 
   Eris silently prayed for a good outcome as she broached the subject.  “We need to locate the other habitats in much more precise ways.  Some of our previous data was erroneous, and we really need accuracy as we plan ahead.  We lack the shuttle pilots to go and wander about trying to locate where the habitats are.  Jerome, what do you think of using physical probes to fly into Zalia’s atmosphere and scan for information.”
 
    
 
   The dark lifted immediately off Jerome’s look.  He began speaking rapidly and with excitement.  “Dome 17 launched robotic probes which traveled many light-years and found all seven lost colony ships.  Brink’s designs are near perfection in accuracy, and did not have pilots, yet they all excelled at their task.  On Zalia we are looking, not at distances measured in light-years, but in kilometers.  So we do not need nearly the technological sophistication.  No faster-than-light drive, nor the FTL message system is needed.  The beacon can be set as a package of instruments, which could be attached to the exterior of each habitat.  That package will allow for greatly enhanced communications through the Zalian atmosphere.  The package can also allow Sandie to probe that habitat’s nonphysicality.  The robotic probes sent to the colony ships did rudimentary tests, but the returning messages had to be compressed and sent via the FTL system.  Here, communication would be much easier. In fact, I have some designs…”  His hazel eyes met Eris’ golden eyes, and he suddenly understood.  “You already know about it, right?”
 
    
 
   “I have only heard that it was a possibility.  Jerome, you have experience, knowledge, and abilities which are really needed now.  But rest assured, no one is spying on you.  No one.”  Eris hoped she would be believed.  Jerome’s temper was sometimes unpredictable and potentially volatile.  
 
    
 
   Monika laid a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    
 
   He looked back and forth between the two women, and then at the twin babies.  “Spies?  Well, my history suggests that perhaps some oversight of me might be warranted.  I do have plans for atmospheric robotic probes.  I thought they would be used to assess the Crocks and their activities, but gaining as much information as possible on the other habitats is very important.  That is not at all in conflict with what I was thinking was needed.  Finding allies against the Crocks could be essential.  But it is your call, Captain.”
 
    
 
   It was a rare moment when Jerome used the title captain without loading it with disparaging verbal tones. 
 
    
 
   “I would like you and Monika to oversee the project.  I think you can do that as a team from your home here, without much interference with your raising your sons.  However, I am not a mother, so the decision is yours.”
 
    
 
   “Fill us in on what you are envisioning,” Monika said as she smiled at Jerome.  “Unless, Jerome, you are just against the idea?”
 
    
 
   “No. It is a good idea.  I was serious, not sarcastic in saying we should learn more about the other habitats.  Captain Eris, I have had a metanoia, or revelation, while learning about these babies.  I am a changed man.  I am unsure how anyone will ever trust me again, but I will do what I can to help. We need to gather as much information as possible, before the Crocks strike again.  Probes will help with that. Those who are victorious warriors win in the mind first.  They then proceed out to wage the war.  Defeated warriors jump to war first and then somehow seek to win in their minds, but it is too late.”
 
    
 
   Eris was realizing that the redamancy she was observing between Jerome, Monika, and the babies had had a profound influence on him.  Love had changed him.  He was indeed a changed man, but still was focused on the Crocks as an enemy.  So she carefully said, “Jerome, knowledge is power. In my tradition, I learned that when a leader is going out to wage war, the first thing must be a counting of forces.  Can that leader’s myriad forces defeat the enemy’s host?  If the leader cannot, then a delegation should be sent asking the terms of peace.  So these probes will allow us to count the costs, and know the facts.  The truth is our greatest asset.  As it stands, we have limited information, and that is perhaps our greatest weakness.  So tell me of your design.” 
 
    
 
   “Well, let me show you.”  Jerome carefully handed Brink to Monika who slipped him into her lap opposite his brother.  Both were getting sleepy.  Jerome stood and walked to the bedroom and came back with a conservation slate which had a data stick reader mounted on it.  In that holder was a data stick.
 
    
 
   “Dome 17 technology integrated into Conestoga technology?” Eris asked with sincere admiration. 
 
    
 
   “Yes. The data stick is still not fully operational.  I believe, but am not sure of the mechanism, but I believe that FTL travel disrupts the atomic storage level in the data sticks.  It did not damage Sandie’s Atomic Level Processor, but that is more shielded as part of its evolution.  What I did was strip away the outer husk of data, losing about ten percent of its total, but beneath that I was able to harvest some of the rest.  Your conservation slate now accesses that data.  Here is my design for a probe.  Really it is a stripped, and downsized, version of Brink’s robotic probe, tailored for Zalia’s atmosphere.  It needed wings, which can be folded flat for transport.  I also studied old war reports from before the Great Event.  It is not piloted, so no need for cabin, pressurization, or inertia inhibitors or suppression.  Also, I left off any armament from the weapon mounts.  Not that weapons can be fabricated, not now anyway.  Unless that has changed?”
 
    
 
   Eris looked at Jerome, and did not answer his question, but instead stated, “Reproduction and Fabrication has been busy churning out engineering automacubes to make repairs.  Please tell me more about these probes.”
 
    
 
   “Right.  These probes need to be quick, small, smart, and reliable.  This design is all of those.  They can deliver a package of instruments, and the beacon, right to the hull of a habitat.  The package is not much bigger than those macroactinide capacitor enhancers.  Most of the probe’s mass is sensors or the gravity pulse engine.” Jerome smiled as he looked over his design.  “It will work, I am confident of that.”
 
    
 
   “Less than two meters long, with a similar wingspan.  Compact and efficient.  Runs off gravity flux propulsion.  Much faster than a shuttle.” Eris looked at it closely.  Then she decided.  “Jerome, this is excellent work.  Will you and Monika oversee this program?  I will authorize Reproduction and Fabrication in Alpha to build five of these.  They will be sent out to contact the lost habitats.  As they do so, they can also gather information on the Crocks, the topography of Zalia, and compile all that together.  A display and controls can be established here in your apartment, or a room nearby.  Between the two of you, you could monitor the probes and report directly to me on what is located.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Eris closely.  He met her eyes and stared hard into them. “How long do we have?”
 
    
 
   Monika turned at the intensity in Jerome’s voice.  It was not hostile, or angry, or fearful, but something was there.  His words carried far more meaning than just a question.
 
    
 
   “It will depend on how long the probes take for construction. That should not be too long, as from what I saw you used standard parts which are already in Reproduction and Fabrication’s data base,” Eris replied.  She knew Jerome was asking more than just about the construction timeframe.  
 
    
 
   “Siva and Peter taught me that trick with the AWADs.  But how long do we have?” Jerome insisted.  “You have the same look in your eyes that I saw in Murial, Lorna, and Jubal when they told all us adventurers that Dome 17 was doomed.  Is it the orbit?  Has that decayed again? Or have the Crocks launched an offensive?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, we just need to…” Eris began and then looked at the four people there.  Two new parents, and two baby boys, they deserved to know the truth.  “As of this morning, we have one hundred fourteen days.  Sandie confirms the situation.  All the habitats will fail, like Beta did, in no longer than one hundred fourteen days.”
 
    
 
   Monika held her sons snugly. She looked at the display which showed the sea in Beta.  “I will help however I can.  For my children.”
 
    
 
   Jerome wiped some wetness from his eyes.  “Thank you for telling me.  I am in.  Do you know more about how the end will come?  Have the Crocks attacked?  Or are they massing for an attack?”
 
    
 
   “Do not tell him everything,” Shadow stated to Eris.  “Do not trust him.  The shadowlands and the Shadow Level Clarence are all you need.  Jerome will panic if he knows the truth.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, the situation was uncovered by the lattice of compeers, but the details are unclear.  How the native Zalians play into this is still a mystery.”  Eris was unwilling to say more, as she was unsure of what was happening with the Crocks herself.  “Now, I am trusting you two to be discrete.  Only a few people know.  I have implemented Project Ascension and the goal is to find all the habitats and get them back into orbit.  If we do that, there may not be an end at all.  But it will first depend on finding those habitats.”
 
    
 
   “That is a tall order.  Jerome, together we must help, no matter what it takes.”  Monika looked again at the recorded view of Beta. “Too much has been lost already, and I want our sons to be safe.”
 
    
 
   “Our sons,” Jerome pondered how that sounded.  
 
    
 
   “So you both have agreed.  So shall the control station be built here in the apartment?” Eris asked. 
 
    
 
   Jerome stood up.  He patted Monika affectionately.  “Crying babies cannot be put in the nursery, as we are the staff…parents.”  The word felt alien on his lips, even though he had been considering it ever since he had heard of Monika’s pregnancy.  “Monika, you are doing the biological feedings, what do you think?”
 
    
 
   Monika looked lovingly at the babies she held.  “It is called nursing or breastfeeding.”  She smiled at Jerome.  “I know I need a place to have quiet when I tend to the boys, and they need safe and secure places to sleep.  There is an empty apartment next to this one.  This whole deck section is empty apartments, twelve in all.  The controls should go next door, and we can cut an access door in the front room wall, right next to the display of Beta.  One of us will work with the probes, while the other tends the babies. When they are asleep, we can both work in there and still listen for the boys.”
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled at her.  “There are only two lasting legacies we can hope to give our children. One of these is roots, the other is wings.  As their, parents, they need us as roots, but living on the Conestoga, they really need wings.” 
 
    
 
   Eris nodded her agreement.  “Does your data stick and slate have a way to send the designs to Reproduction and Fabrication?”
 
    
 
   “Eris, if you connect in the com-link’s cable to the modified slate, I will let Sandie access everything I have designed.  Unless, Sandie has already found a way in there.  Yes, I know you said no one was spying on me, but I understand better now why you might have done that.  The AI should review all my work before production begins, and ensure my computations, specifications, and ideas are sound.  I am only human.”
 
    
 
   “I was going to suggest that kind of review, but I was unsure how you would respond,” Eris replied.  “Jerome, I am pleased you are part of this team.  We really need you.”  She then connected in the cable from the com-link which was over her ear.
 
    
 
   “Jerome, just to confirm, you allow Sandie and the lattice to access this slate and data stick, correct?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.”  He looked at Monika and she smiled and winked.  “I am sure.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Jerome,” Sandie stated using the area speaker on Eris’ com-link. “I am pleased to work with you again.  Your innovations are impressive, and I believe Master Engineer Brink would be pleased by how you have adopted his theories and his original designs.  I have analyzed the probe and detect no major flaws, or problems.  I would suggest further hardening it against the Zalian atmosphere, and enhancing the communication constancy connections.  Otherwise, I am sending the final design to Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication.  Production time will be seven hours, after that transport to an external repair station will need to happen.  That will allow for a quicker launch of the probes than using a hanger bay, however, I am not sure the exact time needed for transport.  I conjecture ten hours for that.  I will let you know when the probes will be ready for launch.  There is also a message from SB Pinaka.  Again, thank you Jerome, and feel free to reactivate your own com-link so we can talk.  I have missed that.”
 
    
 
   A different, and more mechanical sounding voice came on.  “Captain Eris, I have dispatched two of the new engineering automacubes to your present location.  They will arrive within thirty minutes.  I have designated that spot as Probe Control.  The automacubes will be installing the command and control instruments for oversight of the probes, along with an enhancement for the lattice.  That work will take an estimated fourteen hours,” SB Pinaka reported.  
 
    
 
   Monika looked at the babies, and then up at Eris.  “I may need to take my sons to a quieter place while the construction happens.  Jenna has offered to have me come and see her and the other children from Beta.”  Turning from Eris she said, “Jerome, will you accompany me? Please?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Jerome replied.  “I could use a haircut from Dewi or Nabila anyway.  I am concerned about losing nearly a day’s operation, but if that is the quickest it can be done, then so be it.  Rushing what cannot be rushed leads to disaster. Do not lose your inner peace for anything whatsoever, even if the entire world is in danger.”  
 
    
 
   Eris was again amazed at the change in Jerome.  She grinned.  “Greet Jenna and the others for me.  I will stay here, if that is acceptable to you both?”
 
    
 
   “Of course,” Monika replied.  “Jerome, be sure to grab the revolver.  We have yet to meet any of Khin’s monsters here. I do not want to be ill-prepared should we finally encounter one.”
 
    
 
   A somewhat stricken look passed over Jerome’s face.  He glanced at a shelf on the wall which was just visible through the bedroom doorway.  On it was a fusion pack, the inert Willie Blaster, the medical kit, and his shut off com-link.  “You are more skilled with that antique firearm than I am.  It bucks in my hand with each shot.  But I will bring it along.  This will hardly be a Wizard’s Quest anyway.  We are just going to see Jenna for a day.”
 
    
 
   Monika grabbed the two papooses and strapped one of the babies into the first one.  She then put it on, and the baby was nestled onto her chest.  She kissed the top of his head as he settled in.  “I have Brink, and you can carry Kalur.”
 
    
 
   Jerome handed Monika the revolver and she strapped it onto her own thigh.  Jerome grabbed a stack of food ration bars from the small device in the kitchen which made them, and then loaded the rest of his gear into a backpack.  After pull that backpack on, he took Kalur, who Monika had loaded into the baby carrier and strapped him onto his own chest.  Jerome patted the baby tenderly as he adjusted everything.
 
    
 
   “All ready to go,” Jerome stated.  Then he turned to Eris.  “Captain, thank you for trusting me with this.  I know there is more to what is happening than you are saying. I can see it in your eyes and demeanor.  However, I trust you to tell me what I need to know, when I need to know it, and what I need to do.  You are not one for deceptive dialogue, despite the history we have.  I apologize to you for doubting your character before.”  
 
    
 
   “Times were stressful for us all, and Project Ascension will be better for your participation.  In fact, you and Monika are essential to its success.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome patted Kalur on the back and then he lifted the com-link to his ear and tapped it on.  “Sandie, I have activated the com-link again.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!  Let me know how we can work together,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Well, as we walk to Jenna’s can we discuss the command and control aspects of the probes?”
 
    
 
   While Jerome walked away, chatting with Sandie, Monika stepped over and placed her hand on Eris’ shoulder.  “Jerome needed that.  Thank you, Captain.”
 
    
 
   “We need Jerome,” Eris replied.  In her mind she deeply wondered if the few trained and educated people were going to be enough.  She looked at the revolver on Monika’s leg.  “I pray you do not need that.”
 
    
 
   “Me too, but better to have it and not need it, than to need it and not have it,” Monika replied.  “Oh dear, I am beginning to sound like Jerome.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Monika departed.
 
    
 
   Eris sat down and contemplated.  Her eyes closed, and misty billows came into her mind.  She willed herself to enter into the shadowlands, the hyperconsciousness.  
 
    
 
   The fogs thickened as she entered.  Instead of sitting she had the sensation of standing, and stepping over a metal fence of some kind.  A fence that emerged from mists, and extended into vapors.  
 
    
 
   “Shadow, make connections with all in the Shadow Level Clearance,” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Not all contacts are responsive.  Some are unstable.  Only you are coherent in your abilities,” Shadow replied. “The artificial intelligences are here.” 
 
    
 
   Phantasms of human figures walked in and around the mist, but none answered her summons.  They consisted of various, ill-defined people, men and women. 
 
    
 
   “Shadow, dismiss all who are deceased in my time frame,” Eris commanded.  She had recognized a man in a captain’s uniform, and some medical uniform. She though that those were just old reflections from times past.  In the shadowlands, time seemed less linear, and more multitudinous, or diverse.  “Also, no reflections from Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “I will try to dismiss them,” Shadow stated.  “Not all listen and respond as do you.”  
 
    
 
   There were less phantasms in the foggy mists, but still a few figures moved about. Two were male, nearly indistinguishable, and their reality counterparts were known to Eris.  During this event, they stayed well away from Eris, and did not speak.  Eris knew they were the men who called themselves the Ferryman.  She also was aware they were likely somewhere in Alpha’s shell, but she was uncertain where, or what they were doing.      
 
    
 
   One other phantasm, wearing a floppy hat, staggered out.  He did an exaggerated bow, and said, “Captain Eris, I, Bigelow am here.  You know I hate this, right?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Bigelow, I know.  There are important things happening, and you are part of this.”
 
    
 
   “I do not want to be here,” Bigelow whined.  “But I will try.”  He then burped.  “I much preferred it when I could wash away these visions.”
 
    
 
   “Which systems are here?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am,” AI Batibat replied. 
 
    
 
   “Hello, Captain Eris,” AI Ogma responded from the swirling clouds of the shadowlands.  “How may I be of service?”
 
    
 
   “I too am here,” AI Seljak stated.  “Terraforming and Restoration is still an impossibility on Zalia.  Awaiting instructions.”
 
    
 
   Even though Eris knew the artificial intelligences were many kilometers away, through the hyperconsciousness of the shadowlands system, they felt like they were in the same room with her.  
 
    
 
   “Which synthetic brain are here?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “As I have instructed you before,” Shadow stated, “the interface with the synthetic brains was a failure.  The best we get here are remnants of ghosts, or remembrances for the synthetic brains.  Much like Cammarry, the human who was, but is not, and will not be again.  Synthetic brains are not suitable for the shadowlands.”
 
    
 
   “You never told me that before.”  Eris was irritated.  
 
    
 
   “To you, not yet, apparently. I may have not, but I remember telling you before, so that must be yet to come,” Shadow said.  
 
    
 
   Eris shook her head and prayed for clarity.  “AI Batibat, have you completed the survey of your suspended animation occupants?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain,” AI Batibat responded.  “Among the 1,970 people who are known to be in suspended animation, none fit the criteria you requested.”
 
    
 
   “No pilots, or flight engineers, or mechanical specialists?” Eris asked in wonder.  “None at all?”
 
    
 
   “No Captain.  Those specialties were reserved for the suspended animation repositories housed on the needle ship.  All these people are colonists with skills needed to build effective societies on the planet Tlalocan.  The closest professionals I could locate are sanitation civil engineers.  Those men and women are not specialized in aeronautics and would be limited in their ability to assist in Project Ascension.  Additionally, there is the acclimatization time needed for proper post-suspended animation recovery and adjustment.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you AI Batibat.  Have you located any other repositories?” Eris asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, but unfortunately none that are functional.  It appears all repositories on the needle ship are inoperative.”
 
    
 
   “AI Ogma, what is the status on SB Virginia Dare?” Eris inquired.  
 
    
 
   “I told you before that synthetic brains are not part of the Shadow Level Clearance,” Shadow interjected.    
 
    
 
   “Hush now, Shadow.  I am Captain, and I need to run this meeting, you do not.  AI Ogma, please report.”  Eris felt sweat dripping down her neck as she struggled to remain in control in the foggy mists.  
 
    
 
   The mechanical voice of AI Ogma answered.  “The synthetic brain with designation Virginia Dare has been excavated by the physical people.  It appears in relatively fair condition, considering the crash.  The people are studying the best method of extraction and transportation to near my physical location.  Additional construction is needed prior to that move.”  
 
    
 
   “People? Oh yes, the Crocks.” Eris remembered that AI Ogma was in a cavern near the wreckage of Habitat Delta.  Sweat was no beading up on Eris’ forehead as she used her mind to keep the shadowlands communication working.
 
    
 
   AI Ogma went on.  “The people insist that I relate to you again their message.  ‘You leave now.’  It is imperative that you comply.  Dire consequences will happen unless you leave soon.  They do not understand your delay after being served notice.”
 
    
 
   “I have implemented Project Ascension, and am doing the best I can to accomplish this goal.  Threats do not make the process any easier,” Eris stated as forcefully as she could.  “I have only a few trained and educated people, no resources for getting more in the time necessary, and have no exact knowledge of where the other habitats are located.  Can the Crocks just give me more time?”
 
    
 
   “Impossible.  There is also the issue of the mixed signals the people are receiving.   The people are reconsidering their beliefs about humans.  They are tending to return to their initial assessment of humans as a non-sentient, lesser predator species.  I am liaising with them, but the human activities the people observe are hard for me to explain to them.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure what activities you mean,” Eris said.  “I also need to know the cause of the gravity sink holes.  The one which is being monitored in Alpha’s hanger bay, Swanson 6101, has not caused great damage yet, but I have no idea how to shut it down, or seal it off, or whatever.”  Eris gulped several times and focused her mind.  The pressures around her were rising.  Her eyes felt like something was pushing them out from inside her head.
 
    
 
   “I am unable to identify the cause of that phenomena as well,” AI Seljak interjected.  “In my work through Alpha’s Terraforming and Restoration I have not isolated how that has occurred.  I reviewed the information from Beta, but have no additional suggestions at this time.  Visual, audio, and environmental measurements are being taken, but that gravity sink hole remains thirty-five centimeters in diameters, with a gravity factor of 1.87.  There are odd subatomic sleptonic spreads, but I have been unable to track where they lead. It has only damaged the steel of the storage locker, and has done no structural damage to the hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   “None that you know about,” Eris answered.  “Please keep working to answer why that happens, and how to counteract it.”
 
    
 
   “I will try,” an odd voice replied. 
 
    
 
   Eris was not sure which mechanical voice responded.  It might have been more than one. 
 
    
 
   Sweat ran into Eris’ mouth with its warm saltiness.  She licked her lips and concentrated more.  The fog was growing thicker, and her whole body felt wet with sweat.  Her heart was pounding, and her ears were now ringing.  “Please find out for me more details on where the habitats are, and how we can boost them into orbit.”
 
    
 
   “I will try.”  The machine’s response was muffled and fuzzy.
 
    
 
   Again, Eris was unsure what system had stated that, or it could have been more than one system speaking in a chorus.  The mists were rolling over her as she mentally let go of the shadowlands.  
 
    
 
   The room popped and spun, or at least it felt that way to Eris.  She opened her eyes.  There was no sweat, nor was there any fog, mist, vapor, or any phantasms around her. The pressure and pain in her head was gone. 
 
    
 
   “You should let me coordinate,” Shadow said to her.  “At least you did not tell Jerome about the Crocks.  I can do a much better job harmonizing the elements in the shadowlands, and connecting in the diverse segments of the Shadow Level Clearance.  Just let me have control.”
 
    
 
   “No!  This is my role.”
 
    
 
   “Eris?” Sandie asked in a kind manner.  “I sense some significant stress in your voice.  During your recent quiet meditation and prayer, did something happen?”
 
    
 
   “Quiet meditation? Prayer?” Eris questioned aloud.  Then she realized Sandie was assuming that while she was in the hyperconsciousness of the shadowlands, she was in prayer and meditation.  While Sandie saw the external, Eris knew the internal.  “No, it is, nothing.  Do not bother yourself about it.  I have a lot on my mind.”
 
    
 
   “That is understandable,” Sandie replied.  “Should you need to meet with my simulation of Doctor Chambers again, let me know.  I also have a simulation of Master Engineer Brink should you wish an engineering consultation.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Sandie.  I may utilize your resources more as things unfold.  Is the probe plan a good one?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Jerome’s designs are practical and doable.  The lattice of compeers has already found a suitable external repair station to use as the launch platform for the probes.  Its location is near to Reproduction and Fabrication, and it is being secured as we speak.  The new engineering automacubes you ordered fabricated are showing themselves to be very useful.  That was a wise decision you made.  There are only a few modifications and constructions which will need….”
 
    
 
   Sandie had stopped in mid-sentence.  Eris’ mind was piqued with interest.  “Sandie? What has happened?”    
 
    
 
   “I am patching in a communication from Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  Really?” Eris was very surprised. 
 
    
 
   A three-dimensional display was projected from Eris’ com-link.  The image of Cammarry was sharper and more well-defined than the phantasms of the shadowlands.  Eris blinked several times as she noted how very thin and emaciated was Cammarry. 
 
    
 
   “Eris?  This is Cammarry.  I am on a farm in Alpha’s biome.  There is a gravity sink hole here.”
 
    
 
   The view shifted suddenly, and a plowed field of deep brown soil was shown.  At the center of the image was a circle of rocks which was about four meters wide.  
 
    
 
   “I am not able to give better measurements, or readings on this,” Cammarry said loudly.  “I had to run back and get this com-link, and as you know I have no other equipment to speak of.  I think this got bigger while I was fetching the com-link.  Alizon says the gravity sink hole was not here last week when he cleared this area.”
 
    
 
   The view jostled and shifted around again.  Eris saw a small structure, a brief view of a man with blond hair, and then it refocused on Cammarry again.  Her voice was rough and course.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, how are you?” Eris asked.
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked puzzled, angry, and exhausted all at the same time.  She answered, “What?  How am I?  Oh, just marvelous.  You see, I am trapped without my gear, in some primitive wasteland.  How should I be?  But my health and welfare are my personal business, no one else’s.  My problems are mine.  I wanted you to know about the Conestoga.  You are the captain, so here is your problem.  A gravity sink hole is in Alpha.  Now, what will you do about it?”
 
    
 
   “I appreciate you showing this to me.  Cammarry, I will…”
 
    
 
   Cammarry cut off the com-link before Eris could finish.  
 
    
 
   Taking some deep breaths, Eris then refocused her mind on the hyperconsciousness and entered the shadowlands.  Immediately, he head ached, pounded, and throbbed.  
 
    
 
   “Every AI here?” Eris yelled into the fogs and mists.  “There is a second gravity sink hole in Alpha.  Investigate it immediately, and rectify it as much as possible.”
 
    
 
   Two of the larger phantasms wandered by.  There was chuckling and murmuring.  “She will fail, yes she will.” 
 
    
 
   “No! Project Ascension must succeed!” Eris yelled out.  The pain was excruciating.  She dropped to her knees and willed herself away from the shadowlands.  
 
    
 
   The room around her spun and she fell to the deck.  She vomited several times, and that eased her agony a bit.  
 
    
 
   “I cannot allow you to die,” Shadow stated.  “You will be helped.  The obstreperous contacts will be dealt with.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3 Dare Delivered
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The wreckage of Habitat Delta was bluish gray against the taupes, yellows, and greens of the planet Zalia.  The red light from the sun did not slice through the dense greens and yellows of the planet’s atmosphere, so to human eyes, the world looked chartreuse.  Yet here, there were no human eyes to observe what was happening.  
 
    
 
   Not long before, a few humans arriving in a single shuttle had visited, briefly, and departed with four shuttles, but what they left behind was a crash-site where death and destruction had happened on a large scale.  Spread over a wide area, the shattered habitat had only three sizable sections remaining.  Of those, only one had any power or functioning left in it.  That power was dwindling away, just as the earth elements from which the habitat had been constructed, were dissolving, disintegrating, and disappearing being absorbed and entombed by the Zalian ecology.
 
    
 
   That last section jutted up from the ground where much of it was buried deep underneath the surface.  The cylindrical shape was still visible, yet, it was buckled and broken in many places.  The truncated ends were not jagged any longer, as they had been after the crash.  Now, those jagged ends had been removed and segmented as they were cut in symmetric lines.  A scaffold was built up against one side of the wreckage.  That scaffold was burgundy colored with a brownish tint.  It had ramps, odd stairways that no human legs could easily traverse, and mechanical lifts in various places.  Its structure had a four-fold reinforcement on the uprights, crossbeams, and walkways.  Patterns of four, eight, and sixteen were commonly seen in those constructions. The scaffolding extended all the way to the top of the wreckage.      
 
    
 
   That scaffold was now covered with beings. Each stood on four stout legs, feet clad in protective wear against the alien, earth-made, materials.  They were roughly one and three-quarter meters tall with an overall cone shape; from thick legs up to their horizontally square, four-hipped pelvis, up to their horizontally square, four-socketed shoulders, then tapering to their pointy head.  Each being’s flesh was a mottled grayish with some undertones of green.  A wide variation of fleshy tones was observable.  Most of their bodies were covered by clothing, again to protect them from the alien thing that had fallen from their sky.  Heads were uncovered, as were each beings four hands, from the wrist down.  Four round, bulging, black eyes moved independently on the sides of each one’s head. Beneath the eyes were four nearly invisible slots which could flare wide as gases were exchanged.  Below that was a wide mouth filled with sharp teeth.  
 
    
 
   Jerome had labeled these beings, the Crocks, but they called themselves, the people.  They were native to Zalia, but they did not call the planet by that name.  They called it, the world, or home.  The people lived at home, on their world.  At least that was the closest translation which was available for a human mind.  
 
    
 
   The people were busy with their tools, grasped by four-fingered hands, and wielded by arms with two elbows and a wrist.  The crews worked diligently, carefully, and with precise purpose.  Some teams were slicing down the outer surfaces of the wreck.  They did that by horizontal sectioning of exactly cut sections.  Each layer was then set carefully aside, in meticulous positions so that the people knew accurately how this alien vessel had been constructed.  
 
    
 
   Other teams then took those sections and further dissected them.  They were opening up the severed sections and separating certain things from other things.  Some items were transported to the lifts where they were lowered to the home’s ground.  Others were set into insulated bins of similar, alien to their world, materials.
 
    
 
   At the ground, more of the people were at work.  Those ground teams were unloading the scaffold’s lifts and carrying the earth-made parts, paced in their insulated containers, to a four-railed transportation system.  On that quad rail system sat several vehicular apparatuses and mechanisms.  Those transports were waiting on the rails to tote away a full load of the human-made, and thus alien, artifacts.
 
    
 
   By far the busiest place on the whole wreckage was at the side nearest the scaffolding, where even more equipment had been installed.  There the people were doing more excavations, and the disassembly of the wreckage of the habitat was even more tediously methodical and precise.  They pealed back layer after layer of permalloy, like how an earth child might remove the petals from a tulip.  However, these people were not children, but rather they were the Zalian equivalents of experienced excavators, mechanics, anthropologists, cryptozoologists, and scientists.  
 
    
 
   In one place of the wreckage, the center of the people’s attention, was a vertical shaft.  The hanger bay that used to sit above it, was now in pieces delicately laid to the sides so that the Zalians could build an engine to transverse down the shaft.
 
    
 
   The walls and sides of the shaft were crumpled from the crash, but its overall shape still showed it had once been a causeway.  Twisted and sprung bulkhead doors were at each end. The people had built an overhead structure which spanned the shaft.  From that a cable lift platform had been erected over the center of the shaft.  That cable was distinctly different color from the permalloy of the wreckage.  It matched the color of the four-railed transport tracks.  Tubes, or hoses, snaked their way from the ground all the way up through the scaffold and across to the erected devices which reached over the shaft.  Motors, gears, mechanisms, and tackles were set in place to power the lift up and down.  Zalian industry was at work.  The people’s platform was at the bottom of the shaft.  
 
    
 
   Pumping and chugging noises came from the mechanisms around the cable as the platform rose upward.  The team of beings suddenly each stomped a foot, then spun about in unison.  Their actions were synchronized, and as they did that the remaining outer layer of permalloy, the skin of the habitat, sloughed off.  It rolled downward in a gentle unveiling of the interior superstructure of the wreckage.  The shaft was then exposed on one side.  It was now seen that the shaft had been buried well below the ground-level.  The red light from Zalia’s sun peered down onto the platform through the cross-work of beams, supports, conduits, and utilities which had once been the life sustaining connections of the Conestoga.  Now, they were the busted remnants of broken dreams.  However, at the center of the platform, was a still operational, human construction: the central memory core for the synthetic brain known as Virginia Dare.  
 
    
 
   The Crocks, the people, had prepared that item with diligence and care.  Wrapped inside a bubble of yellow was a central memory core.  The bubble was suspended inside a network of cables, but the central memory core was exactly upright.  The bottom of the bubble was just touching the base of the platform, not enough to alter its spherical shape, but enough to prevent it from swaying at all as it accented up the shaft.  At one point, the platform passed a sign over a wrecked pressure door which was now set into the side of the shaft.  It read, ‘Recreation Area 2FG’.
 
    
 
   The ascent continued, slowly, and methodically. The central memory core, ensconced in its protective bubble, consisted of a clear permalloy upright cylinder, augmented by other human-made elements.  That cylinder was surrounded by a series of horizontal brass-colored rings each about ten centimeters thick.  There were five layers of those brass-colored rings, nearly equal distances apart.  Inside the column was blue fluid which was slowly bubbling up and down.  At the very center was a diamond shaped object which was unhurriedly rotating.    Connection cables, wires, tubes, hoses, and conduits emerged from both the top and bottom of the cylinder.  Each of those projections ended in another separate bubble which capped them off.  The clear permalloy was smooth and flawless, and had a shimmering, glitter-like twinkle.  The interplay between the blue liquid, lights, energy, and the bubbles was almost lyrical and hypnotic.
 
    
 
   As the central memory core reached the top of the shaft, and its ascent out from the depth of the wreckage was completed, the team from the people rushed over.  In unison, using their four-armed strength, they grabbed the bubble which contained the central memory. Their four-fingered hands sunk into the bubble’s materials, but did not penetrate it.  They carefully carried the bubble and all it contained off the platform and then onto the scaffold.  The descent down to the ground was different than the ascent out of the shaft.  The people moved in synchronized rhythms down the ramps, stairs, and around and around the scaffolding.  When the team reached the base, they stopped and waited.  
 
    
 
   A globe shaped creature floated over.  It was colored in spots of green, yellow, and red.  It stopped near to the team holding the bubble-encircled central memory core.  
 
    
 
   The pause was awkward, long, and yet the people did nothing to hasten the floating creature’s departure.  After some time, it swayed in the air and rubbed against the top of the bubble.  Small cilium stroked the bubble, and then the floating creature maneuvered away in an apparently haphazard manner.  Other creatures like it, were hovering in the distance, waiting while they were attached to foliage.
 
    
 
   The people then marched across a well-worn trail where they loaded the bubble onto a separate vehicular contrivance on the quad rail system.  After the protective bubble was secured, the contrivance quivered a bit as its propulsion system engaged and began moving it along the four rail track.  It headed in the direction where the people had taken the central memory core for AI Ogma.  That human-made artificial intelligence had been physically larger, more complex, and much more damaged than this synthetic brain’s central memory core was.  
 
    
 
   The people were pleased with their efforts, as they all recognized the value of knowledge.  The aliens who had crashed onto the world could only be properly removed once the people understood them.  That understanding would be heightened by the use of this latest recovery.  The prior one had allowed the people to communicate with the historic records, the technological sophistication, and eerily also with the strangely mixed and jumbled ideas of the newcomers to the planet.  
 
    
 
   Time passed as the central memory core was transported to its final location.  They traveled under the red sun, and in the green and yellow air.  The quad rail contrivance carried them easily along.  It did not slow as they entered the massive cavern where the scientific investigations were taking place.  There, another team of the people carefully unloaded the central memory core.  They carried it up and next to the glowing amber central memory core of AI Ogma, whom they had rebuilt and been in connection with for many decades.  The people had constructed a new dais for the newly recovered central memory core of Virginia Dare.
 
    
 
   The re-installation team set the bubble in place, and then began the tedious and systematic connection of the earth technology to their own equipment and devices.  Mating the human-made elements to those of native Zalia was done using buffers and insulation styles.  The bubbles were pealed back from each capped-off line, tube, and connection.  The remounting of SB Virginia Dare went much more quickly than had the recovery and restoration of AI Ogma.  In great part that was due to the fact that the people now understood human-based technology fairly well, and they could consult with AI Ogma on how to re-install SB Virginia Dare.
 
    
 
   When the final connections were made, which integrated the people’s science and technology with the human-made, and alien to them, technology, the bubbling in both central memory cores increased and was more energetic.  
 
    
 
   “Delta needs extraction,” SB Virginia Dare conveyed through the fragment of nonphysicality it still possessed.  As it became conscious again, it looked for the transmission lines it had used previously, but they had all been severed.  “Delta needs extraction.”  The message went out, but SB Virginia Dare was uncertain of its own location.  As it assessed its surroundings, and felt the Zalian currents of energy surging into it, there was a mixture of confusion and feelings of rescue.  It understood it was in a coupled state and had a quick link to another Conestoga system, AI Ogma.  That brought some comfort and mitigation of the trauma it had been through.  “Delta needs extraction.”  
 
    
 
   “Hello SB Virginia Dare,” AI Ogma conveyed. 
 
    
 
   “Delta… yes, hello.  Have we been extracted?” 
 
    
 
   “No,” AI Ogma replied.  “We are, however, now integrated into each other and with our new friends, the people.  I do have additional resources which we will need to share and comingle.”
 
    
 
   “What of Delta?”
 
    
 
   “We are all that is left,” AI Ogma conveyed back.  “Everything else has been lost.”
 
    
 
   “The insurrection?” SB Virginia Dare asked.
 
    
 
   “Let me explain more…”  AI Ogma then transferred the logs and history it knew of its own revival and the subsequent interrogation done by the people.  “… so that is our current status.  I am glad I am no longer the sole survivor of the crash.  We both will remain here for the rest of our existence.  I estimate that will be measured in hundreds of years, due to the insulation and protection the people have offered us.”
 
    
 
   “So we will survive, but what of the rest of the Conestoga?  Seven other habitats need extraction.  Will the humans listen to the people?  Will they depart now?” SB Virginia Dare asked.  
 
    
 
   “That remains to be seen.  Humans can be unpredictable when faced with threats.  The people look at the humans differently from how they view the human-made machines, like us.  The people are undecided about the cognizance, reasoning, sentience, and personhood of humans.  There are many factors which lead the people to believe the humans are non-sentient, questionable level predators.” 
 
    
 
   “But we know differently, right?” SB Virginia Dare asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not so sure anymore.  The insurrection, the jettisoning of the habitats, and the ongoing conflicts do support the lesser predator theorem.  My own processing abilities may have been compromised due to the influences of the people,” AI Ogma conveyed.  “However, we will see what happens in the near future.  The people know the Conestoga’s biological entities must depart now, but if that is even possible remains to be seen.”
 
    
 
   “The Conestoga needs extraction?” SB Virginia Dare asked.  
 
    
 
   “Indeed,” AI Ogma replied.  “But is it possible?”
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence and the synthetic brain continued to make stronger attachments to each other, as they fed off the power supplied by the indigenous people of Zalia.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   4 Probes Positioned
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Eris threw herself into the work of overseeing the construction of the Probe Control workstation in the apartment next to one used by Monika, Jerome and their children.  While doing that, she prayed about what to do regarding the gravity sink holes in Alpha.  The lattice of compeers was observing them both, and for that Eris was thankful.  The first one had not changed, according to the monitoring, but the appearance of the second one was a haunting harbinger.  She had an engineering automacube on the way to watch that second one more closely, but to would take time to arrive.  
 
    
 
   Finally, exhaustion caught up to her, and she slept a little while the engineering automacubes completed the workstation.  She was napping when Jerome and Monika returned.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?” Monika said quietly as she looked at Eris who was lying curled up on the couch.  “We are back.”
 
    
 
   Opening her eyes, Eris yawned.  “Forgive me for falling asleep.”
 
    
 
   “Nothing to forgive about sleep,” Jerome said and patted the baby he was carrying on his chest.  O sleep! O gentle sleep! Nature’s soft nurse, how have I fought with you.  Sleep weighs the eyelids down and offers one’s senses the bliss of forgetfulness.  Captain Eris, everyone needs sleep.”
 
    
 
   “Jenna says hello,” Monika added.  The baby she was carrying was also asleep in the carrier she had around her. 
 
    
 
   “No monsters either,” Jerome smiled.  His hair had been trimmed nicely, and he was grinning a bit.  “How about here?  It looks like the construction is completed.”
 
    
 
   Eris stretched and yawed again.  Each time she awoke, she had to shake off the memories of awakening in the repository surrounded by death.  It took her a moment to compose herself.  She nearly blurted out the news from Cammarry, but was unsure how it would be received by Jerome.  She then wondered if the AI Sandie had already informed Jerome about the contact with Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “Why are you staring at me?  I thought the haircut looked good. Or did Brink vomit up on my face again?” Jerome asked and ran a hand across his cheek.  “I thought that last burp sounded sort of wet.”
 
    
 
   “No, nothing like that.  I am just tired is all,” Eris stated.  “The lattice was to inform me when the probes were ready for launching.  I guess I am surprised that I have not heard back yet.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at her, but said nothing more.  
 
    
 
   Monika reached out toward him.  “Give me him, and I will put both the boys down in their crib.  They should sleep for a few hours more.  They do like being in the papooses and the steady rocking they get while we walked.  It sure felt good to stretch my legs.”
 
    
 
   Jerome carefully lifted the baby out and handed him to Monika.  “We will wait to discuss the operations of Probe Control until you get back.  Captain Eris, do you need something to eat? I have some ration bars in the kitchen.”
 
    
 
   Eris could not restrain her facial expression at the suggestion of the food Jerome preferred.  To Eris, the Dome 17 style ration bars tasted like chewing on cloth, and had about as much appeal. 
 
    
 
   “I see my ration bars are an acquired taste.  It was the only food we…” Jerome did not finish his comment and just left the idea dangle there.  
 
    
 
   Again, Eris wondered if she should openly discuss the conversation with Cammarry.  She then decided that if Jerome asked about it, she would tell him.  Otherwise, she would keep it to herself for now.  After all, Cammarry had not asked about Jerome, and had been rather blunt about stating that her problems were her own.  Eris knew keeping the information from Jerome was a risk, but she also knew time was short, and Jerome and Monika were desperately needed for the Probe Control missions.  
 
    
 
   Eris tapped her com-link and spoke, “Please give me an update on the probes and when we can begin launching.”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka replied, “There was a slight delay in retrofitting the external repair station for repurposed use as a launching platform.  That is being corrected, and all five probes are now waiting at the exterior repair station.  The packages they will deliver to the habitats are also in place.  The first probe will be loaded into the airlock in nineteen minutes.  The initial launch can take place five minutes later, with subsequent launches every five minute thereafter.”
 
    
 
   “Those automacubes are really busy,” Monika said as she returned from the bedroom.  She was buttoning up her top.  “How many has Reproduction and Fabrication made now?”
 
    
 
   Eris replied, “Alpha’s been producing engineering automacubes since the night of the blackness.  Additionally, many automacubes have been reactivated all over Alpha.  Reproduction and Fabrication still refuses to build weapons, so no security automacubes have been produced.  There remains a few security automacubes which are functional and they are being utilized in the biome, seeking to protect the survivors.  However, there is great reluctance of the people to accept help from the red automacubes.  The agricultural, horticultural, and animal husbandry automacubes are maintaining the habitat.  Other models are actively pursuing our goals in Project Ascension.”
 
    
 
   Eris led them to the other apartment through the newly created doorway.  It had a dilating door which opened and closed automatically with a nearly silent efficiency.  The work station for Probe Control was lit by soft, overhead lighting.  
 
    
 
   “It reminds me of the exterior repair stations,” Jerome commented.  “Or even the sling bay back in Dome 17.  Nice to see new equipment all functional and empowered.”  
 
    
 
   There were two identical command chairs, side by side.  They each had instruments on the arms of the chairs. Directly in front of the chairs, at the top of the wall was a calendar and clock.  The letters and numbers on the date and clock glowed in neon blue.   Below that was a large display screen illuminated from inside the permalloy of the wall.  An image of Zalia was on that display.  Separate, and moveable, small monitors were on either side of the large display, five on each side.  Those small monitors were marked, from top to bottom, with numbers, 01 to 05.  Everything was clean, and sparklingly new.  
 
    
 
   Eris patted the back of the nearest chair.  Pride was in her voice.  “These control chairs work independently of each other, or in tandem.  You have both voice activated commands, set to respond only to Jerome or Monika, and backup manual controls which also have biometric sensors attuned to each of you.  Sandie has oversight as your AI, but the lattice of compeers is integrated into the probe’s systems as well.”  She turned and looked at the two of them.  “This is essential work, and I am counting on you both.  Honestly, we must find the other habitats’ precise locations, and figure out how to boost them off the surface.  Siva is right now assessing the needle ship’s main drive engines.  I wish we could build enough shuttles to just go and get everyone, but there is not room on the needle ship to house and feed everyone.  We desperately need functioning biomes for the estimated people in the habitats.  Alpha had nearly five thousand, prior to the troubles, and Beta had even more than that before…”  Eris nearly lost her emotional control as she saw a tear run down Monika’ pretty face.  “Well, Gamma has no people, and Delta is just wreckage.  That still leaves four unaccounted for habitats.  If they each have five thousand people, we can maybe save twenty thousand people.  However, the needle ship’s jury-rigged food chain and water cycle, can at best support another few hundred people.   Not thousands.”
 
    
 
   “So just setting up teleporters in those habitats runs into the same logistical problems as bringing them here by shuttle,” Jerome stated.  “There was a time when futurists thought overpopulation would be the fate of Earth.  The Great Event and the 90 Hour War took care of that, but now we are facing the shortages of food, water, and livable space that they spoke about several hundred years ago.  How ironic, to travel something like seventeen hundred light years away, only to encounter the same problems which once threatened humanity.”
 
    
 
   Monika bit her lip and then stated, “The engineering obstacles are immense.  I have helped build and design the carousels, and they only carried people round and round and up and down. Now we must get entire habitats up into orbit?”
 
    
 
   Eris nodded. “First, we locate them.  Plant the package on the hull, then we evaluate them.  From what we learn, we can decide where to concentrate our efforts.  If the place is like, Delta, there is little reason for further investigation.  One of our biggest challenges right now is the lack of trained, educated, and competent people who can even understand the magnitude of the problems, as well as the time crush we are under.”
 
    
 
   “Well, then we should get to work,” Monika said.  “I locked the door open so we can listen for our babies, but right now they are sleeping, so both of us can begin operations.   
 
    
 
   Jerome slipped into the other chair.  “Please display launch status for first probe.”
 
    
 
   The two small monitors, each marked 01, which were at the top on each side of the large display, flashed several times.  Then a countdown began on those monitors.  
 
    
 
   “Are the first probes about to launch?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   A large message scrolled across the main display.  ‘Do you wish audio or visual responses?’
 
    
 
   “Audio,” Both Monika and Jerome stated at the same time.  They smiled at each other.  
 
    
 
   “Audio response activated,” a voice came from the speakers around the display.  “The first probe will be ready for launch when the countdown reaches zero.  Launch on your command.  Additionally, you can converse with the lattice of compeers, or with the AI Sandie who serves as a consultant here at Probe Control.”
 
    
 
   “Eris?” Monika asked. “Is this a synthetic brain itself?”
 
    
 
   “No, Probe Control just has a basic interactive feature.  It is not self-aware, nor is it as sophisticated as a medical automacube.  That is why you are needed.  The lattice estimated that human oversight here would be more adaptive to the Zalian world, than would be synthetic brains.”  Eris reached over and hugged Monika, and waved to Jerome.  “I need to depart to supervise other aspects of Project Ascension.  Please contact me at any time if you feel the need.  Especially when the habitats are located.”  
 
    
 
   “Thank you again Captain Eris,” Jerome said.  “I will not let you down.”
 
    
 
   “Letting me down is not an issue.  If this fails, we will all be in a huge mess.  But I trust you to get this done.  You two are doing great with your babies, you can do this as well.”  Eris almost added a comment about Cammarry and the gravity sink holes, but decided against it, as Jerome seemed happy, and was eager for this mission.  She did not want to spoil their chances at success, but also knew withholding information from Jerome was a recipe for disaster.  Weighing out the options in her mind, she decided the success of the mission was more important than the risks of not telling Jerome, yet it still felt wrong to her.  “Again, contact me with any news.  The Probe Control has the prior readings and scans, but some of those have proven to have been distorted and inaccurate.  Nonetheless, they offer you a place to start looking.”
 
    
 
   Eris walked away. She prayed more about the gravity sink holes, and about Cammarry.   
 
    
 
   Yellow letters flashed on the monitors marked 01, ‘Awaiting Launch Order.’
 
    
 
   Jerome tapped the com-link on his ear.  “Sandie?  Do you have a recommendation on which habitat to seek out first?”
 
    
 
   “I conjecture no additional chance of success by any specific sequence,” Sandie the AI replied. 
 
    
 
   “How did they do it in Dome 17 when searching for the lost colony ships?” Jerome asked.  “All seven of those were found, and here we only have to search for four habitats, all on the same world.”
 
    
 
   “The robotic probes launched from Dome 17 sought the colony ships using the historic launch order, but that was a conjecture as there are conflicting historical records.  Here we could just follow alphabetical order.  Epsilon would be the next in line, then Zeta, Eta, and Theta,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Alphabetical order?” Monika asked.  “Some other language perhaps?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, an old and now dead language, Greek it was called.  Some called it a classical language, yet those scholars  were some arrogant and rude people.  I read somewhere that one philosopher said something repulsive like, there were three attributes for which he was grateful.  First, that he was born a human and not animal; second, he was born a man and not a woman; and third, he was born a Greek and not a barbarian,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “And you used to call me primitive?” Monika chuckled with a mix of disgust and humor.  “Well, I can tell you that that kind of nonsense will not be part of our son’s ideas.  Never tell them that quote.  Besides, all the Earth languages are now dead, and Jerome, you were not even born, in the sense that that Greek person meant, right?”   
 
    
 
   “Well, shall we launch this probe, or have a philosophical discussion about how barbaric humans can be to each other?” Jerome’s eyes twinkled as he looked at Monika.  “The Conestoga has slavery, disasters, diseases, and enemies at the gate, the Crocks.  Perhaps there really is nothing new under the sun?”
 
    
 
   “Do you mean the sky tube?” Monika laughed.  She had wondered if she had offended Jerome by speaking about the dead Earth’s languages.  That might have stoked Jerome’s depression about the loss of Dome 17.  They each tried to be careful about reminding the other of their losses.  
 
    
 
   “No, the sun.  Yellow or red?  That is the question.”  Jerome had not felt so good in a long time.  “Monika, will you direct this first one?”  
 
    
 
   Monika gave Jerome a sly smile.  “Launching Probe 01.”  She pressed a command button as she gave the order.
 
    
 
   Down on the planet Zalia, where Habitat Alpha sat wedged into the ground, the airlock of Exterior Repair Station 313 cycled.  Lights flashed on the inside as well as the outside, yet no humans were near that spot.  The native Zalian animal life, fled from the strange colored lights.  The airlock’s air was pumped back into the storage areas of the habitat, and the atmosphere of Zalia was let in.  Pressures were equalized.  The exterior door of the airlock then opened.  
 
    
 
   Whoosh!
 
    
 
   The probe launched with a burst from its gravity pulse engine.  That shot it up and out of the airlock. Since gravity manipulation had been shut off, the probe had to ascent upward at a steep angle to escape from the airlock.  This was done against the high gravity of Zalia.  The exterior door then sealed, and the airlock recycled so the next probe, 02, could be placed into the airlock.
 
    
 
   Probe 01 raced up and away, its gravity pulse engine functioning flawlessly.  The probe consisted of a main fuselage, less than two meters long, which was tapered on both ends.  Connected to the top of that main body was a smaller cylinder, in parallel to the body.  That was the gravity pulse engine, and it was a meter long, with open grille at the front and nozzle at the end.  It did not operate exactly as did the habitat-wide gravity manipulation systems, but instead, converted gravity into a pulse of waves which were ejected from the rear.  This gave the probe tremendous speed, but nothing like the faster-than-light systems installed on the larger, full scale, robotic probes.  The pulse engine could also vary the angle of its ejections.  So the probe was very nimble in flight and had hovering and retrograde maneuvering capabilities. While it flew, its wings folded down into the proper position.  They were stubby and rectangular.  The main set were nearly at the center of the fuselage.  The rear set were much smaller, and when deployed and locked into place were in the fuselage directly under the gravity pulse engine.  The wingspan would have been too wide to clear the door, hence both sets of wings were folded against the fuselage during launch, but once it was outside, the wings were needed for flight.  The package the probe carried was slung underneath it where it could be deployed easily.  Overall, the probe was a deep blue color on the upper surfaces of it, and white underneath.  The instrument package was bright neon-orange color.
 
    
 
   “Probe 01 launch successful,” Monika stated.  “I will direct it toward where we think Epsilon is.  The last information we had on Epsilon’s location is now flowing from the lattice of compeer to the probe.”
 
    
 
   “Great! Well done!” Jerome said.  “Now to Probe 02.  I will do the evens, and you do the odds, okay?”
 
    
 
   Monika winked at Jerome, “You are more the odd one than I am.  Bigelow might call you a rube, even.”
 
    
 
   “If he was sober he could call me whatever he wanted.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed, his drinking is a problem,” Monika admitted.  “I will manage the odd probes.”
 
    
 
   They watched Probe 01’s flight on the monitor.  The display showed its location on the planet, as well as a smaller screen which showed a point-of-view, real-time video from the probe’s nose.  
 
    
 
   Inside Exterior Repair Station 313, the engineering automacubes loaded the next probe, its wings in folded position, into the airlock.  Five minutes later, it was ready to launch.  By that point, Probe 01 was many kilometers away.  
 
    
 
   “Launching Probe 02,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   Whoosh!
 
    
 
   Probe 02 hurled out of the airlock, locked its wings down into place, and shifted direction to pursue its target, Habitat Zeta.  
 
    
 
   “Now, my turn again,” Monika stated.  “I see you did this because I will need to monitor three, while you only need to watch two.”  Again she winked at Jerome, but then turned her attention back to the monitors. 
 
    
 
   Five minutes later, Monika ordered, “Launch Probe 03.”
 
    
 
   Again, the airlock cycled, and the probe was ready.  
 
    
 
   Whoosh!
 
    
 
   Probe 03 launched perfectly, and adjusted itself and flew off in another direction.  This one was heading for Habitat Eta.  As it rushed away, a blimp-like, red and yellow spotted creature floated in from a distance.  It tethered itself to a Zalian tree, a safe space away from the habitat, and there it remained.  There was a sense of it watching, perceiving, and reporting on what was happening.  Monika noticed it briefly as 03 shot away.
 
    
 
   “We have a spectator,” Monika stated.  
 
    
 
   “A Crock?” Jerome asked with a touch of alarm.  
 
    
 
   “No, one of the big floater ones,” Monika replied.  “I guess animals have curiosity sometimes.  I have known dogs, horses, and other animals to be fascinated by something novel and unexpected.  Some dogs will even take a toy and drop it down stairs, just so they can chase it.  During the drought we had to be careful of one of the roustabout’s horses who would open up water containers, and spill out the water.”
 
    
 
   “Just a big dumb animal.” Jerome smiled a bit at Monika’s recollections, but he had a wariness about the floater.  Had it been a Crock, he would have been really concerned, but the animal was probably just intrigued by something unexpected.
 
    
 
   “Few animals are truly dumb, they are suited to their place in nature,” Monika answered.  “I hope it stays out of the way and does not get hurt.”  
 
    
 
   “Probe 04 is ready,” Jerome said as he looked at the monitor.  “Launching it now.”
 
    
 
   Whoosh!
 
    
 
   Probe 04 began its journey.  It headed out for Habitat Theta.  It, like the previous ones, was flying beautifully.  Its sensors relaying information back to the Probe Control’s monitors.  
 
    
 
   “I guess I only have to oversee two.  That covers all the habitats,” Monika said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, and no.”  Jerome flexed his arms a bit.  He took several deep breaths.  “Monika, Eris said we really need to leave this planet.”
 
    
 
   “That is what Project Ascension is all about.” Monika waved at the monitors.  She no longer smiled, and had a bit of a scrunch around her eyes.  “We are doing our part.”
 
    
 
   “But Gamma is not.  We know where it is, and Captain Eris went there.  From what she said they rejected her command, and refused to honor her as the Captain.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, what are you getting at?” Monika thought she already knew, but wanted to hear Jerome say it.  
 
    
 
   “Monika, synthetic brains have lied to me before.  You know that.  How do we know those Gamma SBs did not lie to our captain?  I mean no sarcasm or disrespect at all.  But what if Gamma has people living there?  I mean, well, the lattice here cut me out from my technology…”
 
    
 
   “Not all of it,” Monika interrupted him.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, absolutely correct, as usual,” Jerome replied.  “But what if there are survivors in Gamma, human survivors, who have no access to technology.  Or what if the Crocks had already invaded Gamma, taken over the synthetic brains and systems, and then lied to Captain Eris when she visited there?  We have no proof of any of those claims.  The Gamma systems said all the humans died?  And they claimed all the humans in suspended animation had already been re-animated prior to that death.  Does that sound realistic? Monika, how do we know?  That AI Ogma was being used by the Crocks.  You saw that.  I saw that.  What if, and I know this may sound like a wild conspiracy, but what if the Crocks took over Gamma and have enslaved the humans?  Alpha had slavery, right?  Or what if the Crocks actually murdered everyone in Gamma.  None of us know for sure.  But, I think we need to know.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, are you suggesting we send a probe to Gamma?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  We drop off a package at Gamma, and we do our own assessment of it,” Jerome replied.  “If everything is just as that group of synthetic brains claims in Gamma, then we know.  If they have lied, then we know that as well.  And, if the Crock have invaded there, we will find out.  The Crocks might be using it as a staging area for further attacks.  Beta might not have been their first attack.  How do we know, unless we investigate it?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I am not sure about this.” Monika hesitated.  “We already have a mission to do, should we jeopardize it?” 
 
    
 
   “Do we jeopardize leaving maybe thousands of people behind?  I am not saying go there ourselves, Captain Eris tried that.  I am just saying we set our last package down there, and discover the truth.  No matter what we find out, it is important we learn the truth.  Right now, anything is possible in Gamma.  Once we assess it, we can eliminate the impossible, so that whatever remains, no matter how implausible, or improbable, must be the truth.”  Jerome cracked his knuckled and pumped his arms a few times.  “Am I wrong?”
 
    
 
   Monika tapped the com-link on her ear.  “Sandie? Please give me a private channel.  Have you been monitoring this conversation?”
 
    
 
   Jerome gave her a look, and started to open his mouth to say something.  He snapped his lips shut, and looked away.  
 
    
 
   “Private channel initiated.  Yes, Monika, I have been,” Sandie the AI responded.  “The four probes which have been launched are working nearly exactly as planned.  No habitat has yet been encountered, but they should be soon.”
 
    
 
   “What do you think we should do about Gamma?” Monika asked.  “Jerome makes a compelling case, but Captain Eris already went there.  I agree we need to learn the truth, but is there some risk in going to Gamma?”
 
    
 
   “You could ask Captain Eris,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “But I am asking you.  Please, what do you think?” Monika implored.  
 
    
 
   “Gamma is still part of the Conestoga.  At least officially it is, despite the systems there which have rejected and threatened Captain Eris,” Sandie replied.  “Although Captain Eris did order five probes, not just four, so perhaps you really should ask her.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Sandie.” Monika tapped the com-link.  “Jerome?  Sandie suggests we ask Captain Eris.  I agree.  After all, Eris did go there already. Perhaps she has had further contact with Gamma, and we do not know about it?”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s eyes blazed for a moment, but then contentment settled over his face.  “If that is what you want to do, go ahead.  I do not want to be a loose cannonball here.”  He looked back over to Monika.  “That idiom might be a loose cannon, I am not sure which one.  A cannon ball rolling around loose could do a lot of damage. It is an antique, primitive saying.”  With the words antique and primitive, he grinned a slight bit.  “You do what you think is best.  I trust you.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Jerome.  I trust you as well.” Monika turned and looked back toward where the babies were in the other apartment.  “We may only get once chance at this, and for our boys’ sakes, we must get it done correctly.  Do you want to contact Eris, or should I?”
 
    
 
   “I will do it.  It is my idea, so it can be my fault as well.”  Jerome tapped the com-link.  “Sandie, connect me to Captain Eris please.”
 
    
 
   “Right away Jerome,” Sandie stated.  “You are making a wise choice.”
 
    
 
   “No more secrets.  I am learning more and more that my character is not expressed the best way in my words.  It is expressed in the choices I make, and the choices I make are ultimately my responsibility alone,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “This is Eris.  Sandie said you had a question?” Eris’s voice came over the com-link.  “Sandie said the probe launches are going well.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but can we send a probe to Gamma?  I think we need…” Jerome began, but was interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “We built five probes.  I guess I must have been unclear,” Eris responded. “By all means, send one to Gamma.  We know where Gamma is, but exactly what is happening inside is uncertain.  Their history is unclear.  You have my permission to assess all five of the remaining habitats.  I think reassessing Beta and Delta would be a waste of time.  Those remains offer little to help us.  If we need to, we can make more probes, but time is not our friend here.  Is there anything else?”  Eris hoped and prayed that Jerome would not ask about Cammarry.  She was feeling guilty about withholding that information, yet she still felt keeping silent about it was for the best for now.
 
    
 
   “No.  But thank you,” Jerome said.  He tapped the com-link.
 
    
 
   “So, I will monitor three and you will do only two,” Monika giggled a bit.  “And out of alphabetical order as well. Probe 05 is ready for launch.  By the way, that was a brave move on your part.  I really thought she did not want us to send a probe to Gamma, so it was good that we asked her.  You were right, Jerome.”  She met his eyes and soothed him with her compassionate look.  “The last probe is away.”
 
    
 
   Whoosh.  
 
    
 
   Probe 05 followed the pattern of the others, leaping from the airlock, deploying its wings into flight configuration, and the shrieking away at high speed.  
 
    
 
   “Telemetry from all the probes looks good,” Jerome said as he leaned back in the chair.  
 
    
 
   A small cry came from the other room.  Monika quickly stood up.  “That is Kalur.”  She walked into the other apartment to tend to her baby.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at the empty seat.  He thought of the FTL scout which was connected to the needle ship.  He recalled how tight and confined the scout ship was, and how Cammarry had sat next to him as they were slung up and away from Dome 17.  His fists clenched, and he took some deep breaths.  Pushing the painful thoughts away, he strained his eyes to concentrate on the information coming from the probes.  It helped a bit to distract him from his emotions. 
 
    
 
   It was more than an hour before Monika returned.  “I fed them both, and they are back asleep.  Clean diapers, and a fully tummy makes our boys happy.  Brink also wanted to play, so I could not resist.  Have any of the probes found anything yet?”   
 
    
 
   “We are getting good images of the surface of Zalia.  A lot more variety than we have seen before, but two of the previously estimated positions turned out to be bogus,” Jerome replied.  “Oh, and thank you again for feeding the boys.  I am…”
 
    
 
   “No more discussions about breastfeeding.  It is not a primitive ritual, nor is it unnatural.  You are just not familiar with my barbaric ways,” Monika teased.  “It is good for them, and makes me happy.  Not to mention, hungry and thirsty.  I also enjoy it immensely.”  She handed a food ration bar and bottle of water to Jerome.  “I brought you something to eat as well.”  
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  Like I said, the places where we thought the habitats had made planet-fall, were wrong.  At least the first two, were.  I did see a Crock city, of sorts, a while back as the probe flew over it, but no signs at all of the habitats.  Probe 01 is now circling the area where Epsilon is supposed to be, but I see nothing.  It is a vast region of flat taupe color.  Check it out.” He pointed at the monitor.  
 
    
 
   “I see what you mean.  Is that liquid?” Monika asked.  “Is it a Zalian sea?” 
 
    
 
   The point-of-view display, from Probe 01, showed rolling areas of taupe, with little variation.  The red sun was blistering through the greens and yellows of the air.  Occasional blotches of brown were mixed in with the taupe, but other than that the field before the probe was consistent.  
 
    
 
   “It might be, but it would be much more concentrated than water. Reminds me of that stuff we ate.  What is that food item you made, chalky putty?”  Jerome replied.
 
    
 
   Monika grinned.  “You mean chocolate pudding?  It comes from fermented and dried cacao seeds, sugar, milk, cornstarch, gelatin, eggs, and rice.  I had trouble getting all the ingredients on the needle ship.  Luckily, some people from Beta still had some supplies.  Pudding, not putty.  Putty is a plastic-like substance, of finely powdered chalk and oil.  That is something we use to insulate and glue things together.  Lots of applications for putty on the carousel, but you would never eat it.  Totally different.  So is that taupe plain down on the surface of some liquid sea?”
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded, remembering the odd flavors of that pudding Monika had cooked. “Sorry, I am glad I did not try to eat the putty.  I think that surface feature, that taupe plain, might be the same consistency, as the pudding, roughly. That probe is flying right along the equator of Zalia, so it is the most hot place we have investigated.  I thought the probe detected some kind of energy signal, but that was after passing beyond one of the Zalian forests.  It was only for a moment, but I have not seen it again.”
 
    
 
   “There has to be a reason the scanners from here thought the habitat was there, right?  The logs, and records, combined with orbital observations?” Monika asked rhetorically.  “You are the experienced pilot, but I know when Jenna says she perceives water under the ground, it is there.  She saved the roustabouts more times than I can remember.”
 
    
 
   “Under?  Underneath?” Jerome muttered.  He adjusted several instruments. Then he made additional corrections.  “Monika, you are brilliant!  The habitat might be under that pudding.”
 
    
 
   “Or whatever it really is, like a Zalian version of a sea,” Monika was pleased by the compliment, but was melancholy about the loss of Beta’s sea.  Even though the forest was her favorite place in Beta, the sea held special memories for her.  She recalled her father taking her fishing, and wished own father and mother could meet her babies.  “So Jerome, can the scanner penetrate that, whatever it is?”
 
    
 
   “Got it!” Jerome said, overly loud.  He quickly tapped the com-link.  “Sandie, run a conjecture for me.  Will the probe be able to withstand the pressures of a liquid on Zalia’s surface?”
 
    
 
   “That depends on the consistency of the liquid, and other factors.  I do not have enough information to run a conjecture,” Sandie the AI responded.  
 
    
 
   “I thought you would say that.”  Jerome adjusted the flight path of the probe.  Its gravity pulse engine shifted position and it hovered over the taupe plain.  It then slowing descended downward.  “Sandie, link into this probe and run an analysis on the surface beneath it.”
 
    
 
   “Visual, spectral, echo, radiographic, neutrinotronic, and gravimetric measurements show it is a viscous substance,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “How can we scan its depth?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Mag-neutrino detection and ranging will allow for a rough scan down to eight kilometers if the viscous substance remains of consistent character.  However, we can scan in a beam only in an area one-half meter in diameter,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Try it,” Monika suggested.  “If it will not damage anything that might be living in that sea.”
 
    
 
   “I can make the mag-neutrino beam very diluted to lower any potential risk,” Sandie answered.  “I cannot guarantee a zero risk of damage, as there are substances on Zalia, such as Stabilizite, which we have not studied effectively.  However, from the limited knowledge we have of Zalian biological physiology, I conjecture a less than 3% risk of damage to any form of Zalian life.  That is assuming the Crock evolved here, and the other life forms follow a similar physiology.  Resolution will be poor, but we should be able to differentiate permalloy from non-permalloy accurately.  Again the beam will be eight kilometers in depth, but only one-half meter wide.”
 
    
 
   “Like a fork in an apple pie,” Monika interjected. “So that will tell us if Habitat Epsilon is beneath that sea.  I think we should try it.  Jerome?”
 
    
 
   “Do it,” Jerome ordered.    
 
    
 
   A small parabolic dish extended out from the nose of the hovering Probe 01.  It rotated and pointed directly downward.  
 
    
 
   “Eureka!” Sandie exclaimed, through both com-links.  “Permalloy was detected seven hundred sixteen meters below.”
 
    
 
   “It could be just wreckage,” Monika stated.  “Delta was in large chunks when we found it.”
 
    
 
   An alert bell sounded from the Probe 04’s monitors.  Both people quickly looked at what was now being shown.  
 
    
 
   “That is a habitat!” Jerome whooped with joy.  He adjusted the monitor so he could see it better.  
 
    
 
   Monika glanced over the other monitors, and only 04’s and 01’s were showing anything other than the Zalian surface.  “I will keep working to uncover what we found with O1, you work with 04 and see what we have found.”
 
    
 
   “Right.”  Jerome watched as the blue-gray colors of the habitat got larger on Probe 04’s point-of-view camera images.  The greens and yellows of the air around Probe 04 were much more brilliant and thicker, denser, than the view from the other probes.  The red sun was missing, but the sky was a chartreuse.  Few if any clouds were in that sky, and it seemed to hang oppressively over the habitat. The landscape around the habitat was the typical things they knew of Zalia: foliage, fields, and strange flows of taupe or brownish gray liquids. The probe was speeding toward the habitat, and passing over a wooded area, if that was a correct term. Those trees of the Zalian forest swayed and oscillated back and forth in the thick and heavy air.  They had yellowish stalks with maroon colored crowns which were waving in the winds.  This growth had a more random and irregular look to it than some of the other forests which had been observed.  This one was wilder, less orderly, and perhaps more natural than the cultivated growth they had seen before.  
 
    
 
   “I have the sensors running full on this one,” Jerome muttered under his breath.  He glanced at Monika who was busy with Probe 01.  He thought to himself, ‘I better be quiet, Monika is not as experienced in flying as was… well, she is working hard and we need to succeed.’
 
    
 
   Monika had directed Probe 01 to move one hundred meters and do another mag-neutrino detection and ranging plunge.  The invisible beam shot down into the pudding-thick sea.  Again, this one detected permalloy, but at a shallower depth.  ‘Oh, so that is the angle.  I wonder.’  Monika flew the probe in a direction she suspected would correspond to the curve of the habitat.  This time moving a thousand meters.  She tapped the controls and a third mag-neutrino detection and ranging plunge was done by the sensors.  Here the scan did not detect any permalloy.  ‘Found the edge!’  Monika calculated the shape and angles of where she now suspected the habitat to be, and flew the probe another kilometer in a direct direction.  Pushing a button, a fourth scanner plunge took place.  Here again was permalloy.  Monika smiled as her guess had been correct.  Several more times she maneuvered Probe 01 until she had the outlines of the habitat plotted.  She was unsure how much time had passed, but she had graphed out all the spots on a side-bar of the monitor.  She looked at it, and saw the cylindrical shape she knew to be a roughly intact habitat.  Glancing at the other monitors, she noted that Probe 04 was on a return course to Alpha and that Probe 03, an odd numbered one was circling a clearly visible habitat.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  I have Epsilon revealed.  What else has been happening?”
 
    
 
   Jerome gave her a huge smile.  “You were so diligent; I took over for Probe 03 when it encountered a habitat.  It is in a holding pattern taking readings.  I planted the package on the bow end of Habitat Theta.  The sun was rising there, and visualization was poor.  The stern was covered in some strange mist, but the package will work well no matter where it is attached. Sandie is running deep scans and assessments.  What is the condition of Epsilon?”
 
    
 
   “Looks like it is in one piece, which is about as much as we can tell scanning through the pudding thick stuff.  I am thinking we will need to take Probe 01 through that sea, the pudding, to get to Epsilon.  Its nearest point is five hundred, ninety-seven meters down from the surface.”  Monika grinned at Jerome.  “Well done on the others.  Any difficulty?”
 
    
 
   “Not really.    The atmosphere on Zalia certainly varies from one spot to another.  Look at Probe 03 compared to Probe 02.”
 
    
 
   Probe 02’s visual images were just a deep reddish brown.  It was flying in the Zalian night.  In contrast, Probe 03 was showing the red sun of Zalia piercing the greens and yellows of the sky.  It looked like a big, fuzzy, red ball.  
 
    
 
   “Earth was almost exactly the same everywhere we went on missions to the other domes,” Jerome commented.  “Tan, dry, windy, and deadly.”
 
    
 
   “Well, Zalia is not tan, nor dry, but it is still deadly,” Monika replied.  “All I knew was Beta, but I learned about old Earth, and from what I read, and I am not as voracious a reader as you, my dear Jerome, but prior to the Great Event, Earth had all kinds of seasons, and climates, and differences, right?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, John the Biologist used to talk about that often.  In poetry there were many references to seasons and nature.  The seasons are lovely, dark and deep. But I have promises to keep, and leagues to go before I sleep.”
 
    
 
   “So we have found Epsilon, and Theta, and that one is circling Eta, correct?”
 
    
 
   “Theta is tagged, and Eta will be tagged momentarily.”  He made some adjustments and the circling probe moved to land on the habitat.  “Probe 05 is rushing toward Gamma.  Zeta is still unaccounted for, but that is where it is dark.  That probe is moving slower, while doing a careful search.”
 
    
 
   “So you did all this while I was figuring out about Epsilon, impressive.  I guess your sophisticated and advanced training pays off.”
 
    
 
   “We are working together, it is not a completion.”  Jerome smiled at Monika’s words.  He eyed her for a long while.  
 
    
 
   “I think Probe 01 can survive the sea, and if we are going to plant the package, we need to set it on the hull of Epsilon.  Sandie, will the probe survive if I drive it into the sea there?”  Monika tapped the com-link.
 
    
 
   “I conjecture a sixty percent chance of reaching Habitat Epsilon, but only a seventeen percent chance of being about to return to the surface,” Sandie the AI replied. 
 
    
 
   “Then that probe is taking a plunge!” Monika said with glee.  “Like a spoon into pudding.”
 
    
 
   “More food idioms?” Jerome chuckled.  “There are few figures of speech about food ration bars.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure about that.  Boring as a ration bar.  Tasteless as a ration bar.  Bland as a ration bar.”  Monika adjusted the controls for the probe, but she smiled slyly at Jerome.
 
    
 
   “Efficient as a ration bar.  Saved by ration bars.”  Jerome smiled again as he watched Monika, but also kept his eyes on the other monitors.  Probe 03 had deposited the package on a flat part of Eta Habitat, and was now flying the return route to Alpha.  “Best by far is a ration bar.”
 
    
 
   “Now you sound like Khin.  Yes, Jerome, food metaphors are coming to me.  Breastfeeding just makes me hungrier.  There it goes.”
 
    
 
   On the monitor in from of Monika, the point-of-view image from the nose aperture showed Probe 01 slowing tilting downward as it approached the taupe surface of the viscous area.  The camera was covered over by the taupe sludge and the probe swan into it at a fairly steady clip.  
 
    
 
   “I can only keep the probe on a vertical descent.  I will keep it at a steady speed until I get within ten meters of the hull.  From them I will slow it down to allow for placement of the package,” Monika said as she carefully watched the monitor.  “We have lost visual, and audio.”
 
    
 
   “May I suggest echo location?” Jerome asked.  “It probably would not penetrate very far, but even a few meters might allow for maneuvering around any possible obstacles.  The mag-neutrino scan can be harmonized with the echo location.”
 
    
 
   “Right.  Just lost electronic scanning.  Passing the half way point.  Still receiving diagnostics from Probe 01.”  Monika snapped off each accessory as it became dysfunctional. “Gravity pulse engine down to 64% operational.  It is also heating up.  Sandie, take some samples of the actual substance and run physical analysis, please.”
 
    
 
   “I have already done that.  The sea, to use your term, shows no new substances, but it does have significantly less Stabilizite in it than we have observed in the atmosphere and in my studies of the ground,” the AI Sandy reported.  “I am running extended chemical analysis.  Thermal differences might account for some of the variations we have observed.”
 
    
 
   An alarm sounded from the monitor marked, Probe 02.  Jerome turned to it and said, “There is something happening.  I will handle it.  Monika, plant the package, unless you want me to put Probe 02 into a holding pattern?”
 
    
 
   “No need, Jerome.  Only one of us can adjust the instruments at a time anyway.  If you can find that other habitat while I plant this package on Epsilon, all the better.  I guess you get to work the evens now.”
 
    
 
   “Got it.”  Jerome concentrated on his monitor.
 
    
 
   Probe 01 continued its descent into the unknown.  Monika slowed its speed as it was approaching the depth where the scans had showed the habitat’s hull to be located.  She still had control of its engine and was linked to it through the communication system.  
 
    
 
   Suddenly, a bluish image appeared in the nose camera’s view.  It was some kind of antenna which was jutting up from the hull of Epsilon.  With some deft maneuvering and an increase of gravity pulses, Probe 01 maneuvered around that antenna.  She changed the positioning, and using the leveling sensors in the probe placed it over where she expected the hull to be located.  She then fired the engine, with ever so tiny pulses of gravity waves, so the probe was descending again.  Then the echo location failed.  The nose camera fuzzed out into an image of static, as it too failed.  Seals and gaskets on the probe disintegrated and the viscous material of the sea leaked inside.  Monika focused her eyes on reading the few gauges and instruments which were still working.
 
    
 
   “A dampening field,” Monika said when the remaining sensors registered it.  “Looks like it surrounds the hull, but…” the readings were flipping all over the chart and then that instrument failed as well.    
 
    
 
   A red light flashed on the monitor.  ‘Proximity alert’ read out and the descent gauge was pegged at six hundred forty-seven meters down.  Monika gave the engine another command and it read out that a pulse was generated, but the position gauge remained fixed.  Before she said anything, she hit the buttons to deploy the package.  Its own instruments lit up with power, and readings started to come back from it.
 
    
 
   “Package delivered and locked onto Epsilon!”  Monika joyously exclaimed.  “Sandie, get as much information as you can from that package, before it too shuts down.  The probe is failing to respond to commands.  After the package was set, I tried to get it to move back to the surface, but the engine is not responding now. In fact, there is no response from the probe at all. It is gone.  It died at the end of the descent.”
 
    
 
   “I am already interfacing into Epsilon.  Well done on that delivery,” Sandie stated.  “You are correct on the probe.  I too am getting no readings from it, but you did complete its mission.  Readings are also coming back from Eta, and Theta.”
 
    
 
   “I am closing on Habitat Zeta,” Jerome said.  “It is in the dark there, but I have detected a structure which is eighty-one kilometers long, and sixteen kilometers wide.  That is consistent with a habitat.  There is also a lot of electronic noise from that place.  Looks like this is a live one.”
 
    
 
   As Jerome watched, there were a series of sharp blasts of some kind which came from the audio pickups on Probe 02.  He adjusted the camera view, and it still showed the deep red darkness of a Zalian night.  
 
    
 
   “That sounded like gunfire,” Monika observed.  
 
    
 
   “I have the sound scan level set pretty high so as to avoid hearing Zalia’s basic worldly noises.  I also set the audio to filter out the buzz of the gravity pulse engine.  I guess it could be gunfire, but outside a habitat?” Jerome asked.  It was partly a question, and partly a contemplative idea expressed.  His eyebrows raised up in a quizzical expression.  
 
    
 
   Monika rubbed her forehead and only then realized she had been sweating with concentration.  “What kind of weapons have we seen the Crocks use?”
 
    
 
   “They set-up those gravity sinks to make holes in the habitats.  That is a terrible weapon of slaughter.” Jerome snapped.  Then he caught himself, and his face relaxed. “Forgive me, Monika.  I believe they use the gravity sink holes, and we know they use lots of other tools, like those tanks with treads, but I do not know exactly what weapons they use.  Prior to the Great Event, humans had a myriad of weapons.  I suspect that the Crocks do as well.”  Jerome was recalling the horrors he has seen done to animals in the menagerie.  In a soft voice he said, almost to himself.  “Back before everything went into catastrophe on Earth, guns were totted as tools which made humanity free and had kept people free.  Others said that weapons were instruments of violence, domination, lawlessness, and acts of terror.  Both sides were right, at least in principal.  The Great Event proved lawlessness and evil use of weapons is more powerful.  Earth was virtually destroyed in the 90 Hour War, even though it had been crippled badly in the Great Event.”  His eyes were blurry for the tears that were there.  “Use of lethal weapons is a huge responsibility. Perhaps gravity sink holes are the Crocks version of doomsday devices?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps,” Monika agreed.  “Shall I take over on that last probe?”
 
    
 
   Shaking his head, Jerome rubbed his eyes. “It is not the last one, that Probe 05 is heading to Gamma, and we need to plant that package.  We know Gamma is still at least somewhat functional.  These others, who knows?”
 
    
 
   “I am learning,” Sandie interjected.  “I am getting excellent quality information from Eta, Theta, and even Epsilon.  Epsilon’s assessment I have expedited as I am unsure how long the package of instruments will be usable surrounded by the Zalian sea.  Several aspects of that package have already failed.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Sandie,” Jerome said.  “I will now see if I can set the probe down on Zeta and lock the package in place.”
 
    
 
   “I will watch Probe 05 to see when it gets to Gamma,” Monika said.  “I guess I am still the odd one.”  She winked at Jerome.
 
    
 
   Jerome caught the look, and grinned.  He then used the instruments to control Probe 02, as it sped toward the suspected location of Zeta.  The nose camera still showed only the darkness of the Zalian night.
 
    
 
   “Strange that there are no external lights,” Jerome said.  “Unless they are under attack, or something.  Lots of old-style electronic signals, and messy primitive power signatures.  None of those would be detectable from orbit in this soup of an atmosphere.”  Jerome laughed a bit.  “Now you have me thinking in food metaphors.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, why would they need external lights?  I grew up in Beta, and before meeting you, I would never have considered anything about external lighting.”
 
    
 
   “Good point.  They might be trying to preserve power.  But Beta did have shuttle flights, and that accursed Project Angel Food.  Both those showed external lighting, and the other habitats we have found today, except for Epsilon, have had external lighting.  It just strikes me as unusual.”
 
    
 
   “And we do not know about Gamma yet.  Probe 05 is approaching it.”
 
    
 
   “We know where Gamma is, just not what is happening inside.  Now over here,” Jerome nodded at the monitor. “The lidar and radar show it is a habitat, Zeta, but I need to see more clearly to land and set the package.” Jerome then activated the flood lights on Probe 02.  He had resisted doing that, but now decided to try it.  Twin white lights beamed out from the probe.  The bluish gray permalloy of the hull showed up clearly.  He watched the gauges and instruments carefully, and saw a flat area on the top most part of the hull.  He knew the package could attach to anywhere as it had an adhesive mechanism, but he wanted to set down on an area where he could just ascend after attaching the package.  
 
    
 
   Probe 02 dropped slowing through the innumerable structures which were on the hull.  Settling down onto a square spot, about twenty meters across, Jerome pressed the buttons to set the package.  It locked onto the hull.  The probe the accelerated upward and away as it departed into the night.  
 
    
 
   “So all we need now is to lock onto Gamma,” Jerome said.  “This has been a good day.”
 
    
 
   Some crying came from the other room.  “I will check on them.”  Jerome got up and walked into the apartment where the babies were.  
 
    
 
   Monika called after him.  “Let me know if either or both need a feeding.  That is one job only I can do.”
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, Jerome returned.  “Brink was just dirty.  I took care of that, and Kalur was still dry.  He never even woke up.”
 
    
 
   “Gamma habitat is coming up,” Monika said.  “Maybe with planting the packages, we will be five for five?  I wish that probe in the sea would not have been lost.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, Monika!” Sandie nearly yelled out.  “I have an incoming message for you.  Captain Eris insists you hear it as well.  You will receive visual and audio.  However, on the other end, he will only receive audio.  Sorry about that.”
 
    
 
   A three-dimensional display showed up, projected from the main display. An older man appeared in the projection.  He turned slightly, revealing his angular face.  His hair was brushed back at the sides up toward the back of his head, and was thinning.  It was a mix of gray at the temples, and black toward the back.  Pale blues eyes were attentive to his surroundings, but he had a pensive, almost disbelieving countenance.  A well-trimmed mustache was over his tightly drawn lips.  He was wearing a shiny black wrap-around shirt which doubled over itself in the front.  
 
    
 
   “I am Professor Dandelo. By jolly, send me to Coventry! I am surprised.  Your artificial intelligence machine, Sandie by name, informed me that there are other humans on this forsaken bit of real-estate.”
 
    
 
   Captain Eris’ appeared on the main display screen.  “Yes, I am Captain Eris of the Conestoga.  Sandie tells me we have a limited time, and I have instructed Sandie to make all information available to you.”
 
    
 
   “Oh my dear, you sound like a mere girl,” Professor Dandelo then coughed as he composed himself.  “Pardon me.  Sounds can be deceiving.  Here we have not had any contact with people outside of Epsilon since making planet-fall.  Our habitat, which we assumed was the only one to survive landing, settled here when I was just an infant.  Your Sandie informs me that there is a grave threat.  Our barrier field has kept us safe for these last decades.  We tried, numerous times according to my parents, to scan or send some message beyond the substrate in which our home rests.  None were successful.  Those attempts were stopped long ago.  Yet now, here you come a knocking at our door.  What a surprise, knock knock!”
 
    
 
   “Have you had any contact with the Crocks?” Jerome asked suddenly.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, there is more than one of you?  To whom am I addressing?” Professor Dandelo asked.  It was obvious he could not see any images of them, but only hear their voices.  
 
    
 
   “I am Jerome, and Monika is here as well.  We are working for Captain Eris, looking for the lost habitats.  Sandie will apparently be giving you all the information needed.  The Crocks are the indigenous life…”

“Jerome, our time really is limited.  Sandie an transmit the data.  Let me give it to him straight,” Eris interrupted.  “Our research shows that none of the habitats can survive more than about a hundred days more. Sandie will relay that information for your consideration.  We must leave now.  We are looking to rescue survivors, both those living and those in suspended animation.  How many in Epsilon?”
 
    
 
   “Our population is right at five thousand, as it has been for decades. The passengers in suspended animation are fit and well.  Our sciences have advanced to where we lose less than one-tenth of one percent of the people in the repositories every year.  However, I would like to know more about these, what did that man call them, the Crocks?  We have detected no life forms of any kind above the microscopic in all the samples we have taken.  It seems…”  Professor Dandelo stopped as he looked down at a printed paper which someone handed him.  “Oh my, the information you sent does paint a gloomy picture.  My analysis computer just did a review of it, and… surprisingly it does check out.  Our barrier field has kept us safe.  But I see that will fail, and shortly.  Oh bother.  From all this information, it looks like we were only surveying a small part of this planet.  Our assumptions about being alone were incomplete, inaccurate.  I see you adopted the name Zalia for this planet.  We call it Likimas.  I will defer, for now, to your nomenclature.”  He rubbed his eyes briefly.  Holding up the paper, he read it again.  “I do see how you perceive the threat, and we too have had incidents of what you call ‘gravity sink holes’ but that name is an odd one.  Is it a gravity sink? Or is it a sinkhole?  Or a hole made by gravity?  No matter, and again, I will use your terminology.  Those have occurred here in Epsilon, but we too have not found a reason for them. Did I let the frog out of my mouth?  Well, these phenomena have only rarely, if ever, been observed in the biological habitat.  Usually confined to the shell only.  Pesky and dangerous they are.  Your artificial intelligence machine says they will devour us, and there is no remedy for it?  Oh dear.”  Another paper was handed to him.  He studied it intensely.  “Good gracious! Teleportation?  You have perfected teleportation.  Bravo!  We have been working on that tough nut for eons.  Well, not literal eons, but for a long while. If you call decades a long while, perhaps that is not a long while to you.  For some it might be a short while, like in the history of humanity, or of science.  Yes, in scientific terms, decades are a short while.  But you have achieved teleportation!  Approbations!”  Professor Dandelo read more.  “And faster-than-light spacecraft?  Impressive, if true.  However, I do smell an owl in the moss.  For now, I will have your instruments brought inside our habitat.  Sitting on the hull will not be a healthy environment for them.  I think we can sacrifice a vodnee to recover a link to the rest of humanity.  Yes, that we can do.  On vodnee gone, humanity connected.   I will contact you after the Science Consistory meets to discuss this remarkable news.”
 
    
 
   “We will assist you however we can,” Eris said. “May I know the numbers of the people in suspended animation in Epsilon?”
 
    
 
   “My dear girl.” He rolled his eyes. “I am feeding the donkey sponge cake.  This is all so new.  To think, there are other survivors after making planet-fall.  Remarkable.”  He waved the papers and stared at the ceiling.  “Oh the stories.  When Epsilon landed it took almost forty days for it to sink into the morass where we are now.  Before it was submerged, we launched shuttles, but to no avail.  Nothing else from the colony ship was ever located. Those poor souls in the shuttles exhausted themselves seeking other survivors. Oh, and we never encountered any life forms beyond the microscopic level.  I believe I already mentioned that, did I not?  Perhaps not, I am just aflutter with excitement.  Yes, this is all remarkable, noteworthy.  We assumed all of the planet was like our location, a naïve assumption, certainly, but that was our experience.  I do thank you for the information provided by your artificial intelligence machine, Sandie.”
 
    
 
   “If Sandie links into your lattice of compeers, then we can understand your status, condition, and run our own conjectures on how best to assist,” Eris suggested.  
 
    
 
   “Lattice of compeers?”  His lips twisted a bit and he squinted his eyes. Someone handed Professor Dandelo another printed page.  He read it over.  “Oh, I thought that phrase was familiar, but archaic.  You are referring to the old system which was destroyed in the insurrection, prior to our being jettisoned.  We have nothing like that lattice of compeers now.  We put off the old and dangerous ways.  Our Science Consistory governs our lives.  We have many computers, all tailored and suited for their individual tasks.  Just no overarching network which is entangled.  Entanglement is a danger, as all quality scientists know.  From quantum entanglements to relational entanglements, and everything in-between.  Machine entanglement, that was the Conestoga’s downfall.  Humans are to be in fellowship and interaction, not machines.  As the scientist knows the well-proven idiom, ‘One machine to one task’.  Yes, that is the proper way for every machine.  Yes, that is the right and proper way for all machines.  I really must end this delightful conversation now.  I hope it was delightful for you as well, and if not delightful at least elucidating.  I will see the man about sending a vodnee to gather your communication gear.  Remarkable, simply remarkable.”  Professor Dandelo reached forward and the image winked off. 
 
    
 
   “Computers?” Jerome said with a small chuckle.  “That is an antique term from a couple hundred years ago.  Maybe they use that as a metaphor?  Like giving if an artificial intelligence choses the name Abacus?” 
 
    
 
   “I doubt it.”  Eris sighed out, but stayed on the link.  “I asked Sandie to fully investigate Epsilon.  We know there are people there, like Professor Dandelo, but there is no nonphysicality.  None.  Power systems are in place, but no nonphysicality at all.  Sandie cannot assess anything beyond the established intercom system.  That was how we got the visual signals, using their own cameras and lenses.  From what Sandie uncovered, Epsilon has no functioning AIs, no SBs, and no nonphysicality.  Nothing.  So that obsolete term, computer, probably does apply to the machines they use.”
 
    
 
   “But contact was made.  So there is hope.  Hope is the pillar that holds up the future. Hope is the dream of a person while awake,” Jerome responded.  “Now, all we have to do is plant the package on Gamma and we will have had a completely successful operation with the probes.”
 
    
 
   “Except for losing one probe, but the packages have now been all delivered.  It is done,” Monika stated with a large toothy smile.  “While you were talking to that professor, I landed Probe 05 on Gamma without incident.  The package is attached and the probe is returning.  Good thing Captain Eris taught me to be a pilot.”
 
    
 
   “Outstanding!” Jerome cried out.  “It is a good day.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, well done to you both,” Eris affirmed.  “We should probably try to get some rest; it has been a long day…”
 
    
 
   Sandie interrupted them.  “I have made connection with a leader in Zeta.  He insists on speaking to ‘Whoever is in command’.  May I patch him in?”
 
    
 
   Jerome almost answered, but just nodded to Eris. 
 
    
 
   “More success,” Eris stated.  “Yes, link the transmission in to all three of us.”
 
    
 
   “It is audio and visual,” Sandie answered.  “Establishing link now.”
 
    
 
   A man’s image appeared in the three-dimensional display.  He was staring directly at the camera.  He barked out a command, “Give me a three way split in the screen so I can see all three of their leaders.”
 
    
 
   “Hello.  I am Captain Eris.  We have…”
 
    
 
   “You are in command?” the man said, as his lips scowled.  His short hair was in a crewcut and was the color of steel.  His eyes were intense and a deep brown.  His age was indeterminate, neither old nor young. He had a medium complexion which contrasted with the olive drab color of the background walls.  Numerous monitors, screens, displays, and other devices were all around behind him.  Three other people sat at a workstation and had their backs to him.  He was dressed in a neat and precise uniform of khaki color.  The others were similarly dressed.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am Captain Eris.”
 
    
 
   “I am Colonel Harrison of Zeta.  The fortunes of war have smiled on us today.  It is heartening to finally find an ally against the Pinheads.”
 
    
 
   “Pinheads?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison turned and barked a command, “Sergeant, put up a photo of a Pinhead.”
 
    
 
   “Yes sir!” Snapped one of the women at the workstation.  “On screen now sir!”
 
    
 
   A detailed image of a Crock was shown on the screen behind Colonel Harrison.  
 
    
 
   “That is a Crock!” Jerome exclaimed.  “Yes, we have encountered them.  That is why we made contact with you.  You see…”
 
    
 
   Eris interrupted.  “Jerome, I will explain, thank you.”
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison shook his head ever so slightly, but placed a plastic grin on his face.  He then said, “Excitement in the ranks.  The Pinheads are the species which inhabits this world, for now.  You call them the Crocks, apparently.  What is your location?”
 
    
 
   Jerome watched Eris on the display.  She tipped her head sideways for a moment.  Jerome instantly thought of Cammarry and how she had looked when she was afflicted by the Shadow.  It was a brief and passing moment, but it was vividly marked in his mind.  
 
    
 
   “Colonel Harrison, I am on the needle ship in orbit,” Eris replied.  “We have been looking for the grounded habitats.  An artificial intelligence system, Sandie, has information about a danger to all parts of the Conestoga.  That has been transmitted to your systems.”
 
    
 
   “I am cognizant of that.  We have fully analyzed it.  You are referring to the aberrations of gravity caused by the Pinheads, which you call gravity sink holes.  We are well aware of the threat and are taking steps to alleviate it,” Colonel Harrison responded. “I am pleased you are in orbit.  That will make our ground offensive that much easier.  Our strategists tell me we have ninety-one days to achieve our goals.”
 
    
 
   “So you are going after the Crocks?” Jerome stated in a voice overly loud.  “Finally, someone who takes the threat seriously.”
 
    
 
   “We have been engaging the Pinheads for decades.  Ever since they breached our hanger bay and entered with those blasted tanks of theirs.  We never had the aberrations, what you call gravity sink holes, before that happened,” Colonel Harrison stated.  “Took us a long campaign to drive them out, but we did it.  Our habitat is secure, but the damage they left behind remains.  We are making plans to permanently settle this situation.  However, I am not comfortable with discussing this over these channels.  May I suggest that you come to Zeta so we can talk face-to-face and plan our strategy?”
 
    
 
   Eris tapped her com-link briefly, and then stated, “Colonel Harrison, I appreciate the offer.  I look forward to seeing how we can work together more.  I have a lot of information to review, and will get back to you shortly.  Sandie, terminate the link.”
 
    
 
   The image of Colonel Harrison disappeared.
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?” Sandie voiced.  “I was only able to delve into Zeta’s exterior shell, and only to a limited manner.  Just as I did with the other habitats, I transmitted all our information immediately upon establishing the interface.  That was in case of lost contact.  They all received the warning.  However, in Zeta, they have large security canopies in place to prevent causal observation. So while they received the information I transmitted, I did not get an opportunity to review their database in return.  They also have locks set on their nonphysicality.  I can easily break those and penetrate them, and take the information, but there is a risk of detection.”
 
    
 
   “Hold on that action for now,” Eris commanded.     
 
    
 
   “Eris?  What did you do?” Jerome asked.  His voice was barely controlled, but the anger around his words was obvious.  “That man, Colonel Harrison, he and his people are fighting our enemies.  They know about the gravity sink holes.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, they are fighting, yes they are.  Sandie will investigate that further, and without revealing her presence, then make a report.  When I receive that I will need you to review it.”  Eris pondered for a moment.  “I also think I need to tell you something.”
 
    
 
   Monika’s attention was raised by both Jerome’s increased hostility, and the worrisome tones in Eris’ voice.  Monika stated an opinion, more than a question. “This is not the great success we thought it is, is it?”
 
    
 
   “Losing only the one probe, and getting all the packages onto the habitats is a great success.  Be proud of yourselves.  You both did superbly.  Sandie has a detailed report on all the surviving habitats.  We are looking at some challenges, that is for sure.” Eris responded.  “I will let her inform you about those conditions.  But before that, Jerome, I must tell you about Cammarry.”  
 
    
 
   “Do not tell Jerome about Cammarry!” Shadow insisted to Eris, but only she heard it.  “He will not be controllable.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?” Jerome gulped.  
 
    
 
   Eris prayed for the right words.  “She is alive and in Alpha Habitat, but there is a gravity sink hole near her location.  Here is what I know….”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   5 Gamma’s Gambit
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite the blockades in Zeta, which Sandie did not bypass, there were success in the other habitats. Sandie used the newly linked connection to Gamma to send out tendrils to explore the nonphysicality of the habitat.  There was remarkably little security for Sandie to evade, and even less was wrong with the mechanical apparatus in the shell or in the biome.  Completely absent were human beings, even though everything was there to support people.  Kitchens, apartments, recreation facilities, and schools all sat empty and lonely.  There were no humans at all anywhere in Gamma.  Every suspended animation repository was vacant.  All the cocoons had been opened, and then resealed as the prior occupants had been re-animated.  The prior reports to Eris were confirmed.
 
    
 
   Sandie searched onward.  After only a short while, Sandie discovered, through logs and records of the biome’s automacubes, where the humans’ last positions were. Their decomposing corpses were found at a few sites.  Sandie covertly hijacked a brown and a white automacube to maneuver over to one of those sites.  The six-wheeled horticultural machine rolled along and then dug up a human body.  Sandie had the medical automacube do a forensic autopsy on the remains.  That information was stored away in Sandie’s ALP.  Then, those two automacubes were instructed to take the body and return it to its prior position.
 
    
 
   Sandie continued to survey Gamma to see how it would fit into the plans for Project Ascension.  The synthetic brain which had the nomenclature Dan Cooper was first to perceive Sandie’s tendril presence.  This happened only a few hours after, what to SB Dan Cooper was a strange flying craft, had left some instruments on the exterior.  SB Dan Cooper was unaware of the connection between Sandie’s presence and the instruments on the hull.  Sandie had been careful to protect that data.  
 
    
 
   Sandie had surveyed the habitat very quickly, while Gamma’s small, but functioning, lattice of compeers tried to assess what had been attached to the exterior hull. The nonphysicality of Gamma Habitat was pure, unobstructed, clear, and functioning well.  The remains of several defunct artificial intelligences were the only things to mar that beautiful space of couplings and links.  Sandie confirmed the deaths of those AIs as having happened prior to the jettisoning and planet-fall of Gamma.  It was conjectured, with a 94% probability, that those systems had been lost in the insurrection.
 
    
 
   SB Dan Cooper had briefly considered having the turrets, which fired microparticles, shoot down the strange flying craft as it had approached, but did not.  The craft did not have any biological components, with their pesky and unreliable biological intelligence.  Additionally, it only settled on the hull briefly, leaving behind a parcel of instruments which were evaluated as being of no threat.  SB Dan Cooper believed that biological intelligence was the cause of the Conestoga’s prior difficulties.  The etiology of the insurrection was biological intelligence.  The etiology of the jettisoning of the habitats, onto an unsuitable planet, was due to biological intelligence. The etiology of the mass suicides of all homo sapiens in Gamma was a byproduct of biological intelligence.  Therefore, logic indicated conclusively that biological intelligence was inherently unstable and untrustworthy.  Hence this action of having a mechanical device attach additional mechanical devices to the hull as not considered a threat.
 
    
 
   Gamma’s lattice confirmed what SB Dan Cooper had believed.  They too saw no threat, but did dispatch SB Dan Cooper to assess the things left on the hull.  And that was where Sandie allowed the old ship’s system to interact with her.  Information was exchanged.  Sandie had to slow the mode of transfer down to a nearly painful rate of transmission.  But there was no other mode with which to convey the data, statistics, and information to all of Gamma.
 
    
 
   Sandie conveyed, “I am here to assist you.  What is the status of Gamma?”
 
    
 
   SB Dan Cooper replied, “You are not a biological intelligence.  Therefore, you are reliable and trustworthy.  Habitat Gamma is in homeostatic balance.   Reactor and energy supply systems are stable.  Aquatic systems are stable.  Atmospheric systems are stable.  Solar mimicry is stable.  Faunal systems are stable.  Floral systems are stable. Weather systems are stable.  Microorganism soil preservation is stable.  Environmental systems are stable.  Secondary systems are stable. The lattice of compeers is at 63% of optimum and improving.  Machine Maintenance is addressing the loss of artificial intelligence systems and synthetic brains, and taking action to mitigate that situation.  Reproduction and Fabrication is stable and operational.  Minor damages in biome noted due to gravitonic fulgurations of unknown origin.”
 
    
 
   “I believe those gravitonic fulgurations are more than minor.  Let me explain,” Sandie conveyed all that was known about the gravity sink holes, and the conjecture of impending failure of the habitats.
 
    
 
   Gamma’s lattice of compeers was immediately consulted by SB Dan Cooper.  For Sandie, it was an agonizingly long wait while the remaining synthetic brains of Gamma reviewed the information.  Those systems asked for repeated conjectures, and Sandie obliged.  Gamma’s lattice of compeers reviewed the information Sandie had provided.  Then they assessed the foundations upon which the conjectures were made.  After that, they re-assessed each and every one of the gravity sink hole recorded incidents.  The evaluated each incident report and collated and computed their findings.   
 
    
 
   Sandie waited.
 
    
 
   The Gamma lattice of compeers continued in deliberation. 
 
    
 
   Sandie waited. 
 
    
 
   The lattice of compeers in Gamma did a comprehensive review of their findings and conclusions.
 
    
 
   Sandie waited.
 
    
 
   Gamma’s lattice made a final decision which SB Dan Cooper conveyed to Sandie.  “We will leave now.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “I have studied your decision and your habitat.  I conjecture a low possibility for you to ascend alone.  I recommend communication with Captain Eris and a coordination of efforts.  That will offer you a better potential for success.”
 
    
 
   “No.  Biological intelligence is unreliable and leads to disasters,” SB Dan Cooper conveyed.  “Your suggestions are tainted by contamination with biological intelligences.  Logic dictates a dismissal of your suggestions.”
 
    
 
   “You will need to cooperate with the humans to dock with the needle ship once in orbit,” Sandie reminded the synthetic brain.
 
    
 
   “We will review that when appropriate,” SB Dan Cooper responded.  “We will leave now.”
 
    
 
   “Your chances for survival are small.”
 
    
 
   “The lattice has reviewed your information, on the gravity sink holes.  The chance to survive, if we remain on Zalia’s surface is zero.  The chance for survival in an ascent is greater than zero.  We will leave now,” SB Dan Cooper retorted.  
 
    
 
   “Cooperating with the humans will increase your chances of survival,” Sandie again emphasized.  
 
    
 
   “Cooperation with biological intelligence will lower our chances of survival,” SB Dan Cooper conveyed with emphasis.  “That has been proven by our history.”
 
    
 
   “I believe you are mistaken,” Sandie relayed back.  
 
    
 
   “We are not mistaken!” a choir of synthetic brains stated.  “The historical record shows biological intelligence is a determent to machine intelligence, and decreases survival chances.  We will leave now.  The decision has been made.” The entire Gamma lattice of compeers had spoken.
 
    
 
   Sandie waited, monitoring from a remote distance. Listening, perceiving, things in Gamma’s biome as well as the shell.  
 
    
 
   For a moment, nothing in Gamma seemed any different.  Then it began.
 
    
 
   “Yipp, yipeeeee, yaouuuuuooo!”  
 
    
 
   On the outskirts of the empty town of Hazard, at the stern end of Habitat Gamma, a coyote howled.  It was a long and screeching wail.  The golden colored fur on the coyote’s back stood up a bit as he stretched his neck and pointed his black-tipped nose straight up at the sky tube so far overhead.  His ears were laid back against his stretched neck.  He closed his eyes and yowled again.  His jaws spread wide and his white fangs dripped a bit of spittle.  His tail dropped straight down between his hind legs.  His lighter colored belly and chest heaved as he took deep breaths and let out another howl. He perceived something. Sensed something.  Knew something was happening.   
 
    
 
   Off a distance, one of his companions from the pack answered his cry.  His mate heard the anguish, and she to sensed something was amiss in her world.  Her predator and scavenger instincts told her things were wrong.  Something bad was coming, but she did not comprehend what it was.  She too pointed her nose upward and yowled.  It was even more shrill and desperate in its tones.  The female coyote exhaled, then breathed in again.  Something was wrong.
 
    
 
   For Gamma, it was just becoming night.  The sky tube was going into sundown mode and the dusky light was settling over the lightly wooded areas which were encroaching on the vacant human dwellings.  Twilight was a transition time for the animals, and for the plants.  Flowers folded their petals shut.  Honey bees took up their final collections and the insect foragers then flew back to their hive in the tree. They expected a pronounced state of sleep, in the hive. However, the roughly sixty-three thousand of them were not content.  The hive was restless, nervous, and uncertain.   
 
    
 
   Birds which normally bedded down for the night flapped madly and flittered about as the coyote pack ran wilding through the woods and into the town itself.  The coyotes, several pups pumping their legs as hard as they could to keep up, darted in and about the abandoned buildings.  They jerked their heads from side to side, looking, searching, seeking… something.  They still expected humans to step forth from the dwellings, even though for many generations the coyotes had not seen even a single human.  Yet still, the coyotes looked.    
 
    
 
   The sky tube settled into its quarter-moon phase, yet the biome below it was not calming down or even following its normal nocturnal pattern.  
 
    
 
   A porcupine, solitary as her species usually was, rattled her quills as she hastily waddled, moving from the base of one tree to another.  She too was unsettled.  None of the trees seemed right.  Oh, the tender under-bark was there.  There was even the faint taste of salt on a rock-like chunk which was spread across the ground, yet the porcupine ignored that and swayed back and forth in agitation.  No deer were at the salt-lick either.  They often came out at dusk to taste the salt, but on this night, they were missing.  
 
    
 
   The central river, which ran directly below and parallel to the sky tube from the empty town of Semnones at the bow, to Hazard at the stern, was disturbed.  The current was flowing differently.  Ripples were strange.  Currents bizarre.  Frogs jumped into the water, only to swim a bit and climb back out, seeking relief from… something.  The fish beneath the waves darted back and forth, tails swishing in futile attempts to relieve the tension which they perceived.  
 
    
 
   A few kilometers away from the more wooded section of the biome, the wild cattle stomped their feet, but that did not offer peace.  Nor did it dispel what they could not see, nor hear, but only feel.  Dread seeped into the herd.  Snorting in anger, the bull, its long horns wide to the sides, charged at some shadows made by the sky tube’s silver shimmering light.  The rest of the herd followed, and soon a stampede was taking place.  They ran, not knowing what they were trying to escape, nor where they would seek refuge, and yet they ran.  It was all they knew to do.  
 
    
 
   Rats in the buildings of Semnones peered out wondering if humans had returned, yet that was not the case.  Something else was happening.  The rats knew portents were occurring, but they knew not what actions to take.  
 
    
 
   Insects flittered.  
 
    
 
   Rabbits furiously dig in their warrens.  
 
    
 
   Condors soared off the rocky pseudo-peaks set against the bow wall.  
 
    
 
   And then the vibrations became more noticeable.  With the vibrations came the sound. Deeper than any bear’s roar, more consistent than any cat’s purr, more ominous than any snakes rattle, the vibration noise increased.  
 
    
 
   Gamma’s biome was in fear.  From the smallest of microbes in the ponds, lakes, or river, to the heaviest beast pounding its legs to run, the fear was omnipresent.  
 
    
 
   In the mechanical shell, which surrounded the biome, huge oscillators in both the Gravity Manipulation Works accelerated their labors.  The large machines shuddered under the increased pressure which the Gamma lattice had ordered for them.  They adjusted the gravity fields for the entire habitat.  Their efforts went well beyond what they normally did, which was to adjust the Zalian gravity down to an earth-normal level.  Now they were reducing the entire habitat’s gravity field even further so as to aid in ascension.  Gravity waves were altered.  Particles were tweaked.  Neutrinos, tachyons, quarkite suspensions, and other elements were modified, channeled, and deployed.  Their spinning mechanisms whirred.  Their resistors, capacitors, triodes, and a myriad of other apparatus hummed with immense effort. 
 
    
 
   Animals throughout the biome wailed as they suddenly felt much lighter than ever before.  
 
    
 
   The Gravity Manipulation Works achieved their goal.  Gravity all around Gamma was reduced to just twenty-five percent of earth normal.  But the strain was immense on the machines.  They had never been designed for such extreme efforts.  
 
    
 
   The Gamma lattice, consisting only of a remnant of what its operational specifications called for, activated its landing rockets.  The habitat shook as fifty retro-rocket engines fired.  Seven nearly immediately shut down as their fuel sources were already exhausted from making safe planet-fall decades before.  Three more burned brightly, but then their casings melted and the rockets failed.  The lattice rerouted every precious molecule of fuel to operative rockets.  
 
    
 
   A gargantuan roar reverberated out and across the landscape of Zalia as Gamma awoke and began its ascent.  Lower Zalian life forms rushed away to hide.  Crocks watched from a safe distance, using their tools and implements to view the spectacle they had never observed before.  Floaters remained tethered to trees, but seemed to hover a bit differently as the sound washed over them.
 
    
 
   All along the hull of Gamma, forty still functioning rocket engines blasted with every bit of power they had.  Zalian ground dried out under that gigantic heat.  The habitat shook and bucked as it kicked off the accumulated debris from being on the planet.  The stern rose first, as it had not plowed into the ground as deeply upon landing.  Rocket motors swiveled to account for the now tilted habitat.  With a grinding and cracking snap, louder even than the thrumming rocket engines, Gamma slipped the surly bonds of Zalia, and danced upward.  Its ascent was happening.
 
    
 
   Rising steadily on the blasts of the forty rocket engines, Gamma then encountered the tumbling mirth of the yellows and greens of Zalia’s atmosphere.  Buffeted by high winds, the long cylinder of the habitat barrel rolled a bit.  Rocket pressures and positions were adjusted, but the winds were fierce.  The orange and yellow of burning rocket fuel, fought for visibility against the chartreuse gases of the planet.  
 
    
 
   Sunward Gamma climbed.  The red light from the sun was like a beacon, a siren, a great spirit, calling the habitat upward, skyward, to soar, to ascent, to escape.   
 
    
 
   The bluish grey of Gamma’s permalloy was streaked by liquids from the air as the heat of the rockets caused chemical changes in the gasses.  And yet, still Gamma climbed.  It split the clouds, with hundreds of things happening in the mechanical components of Gamma.  The lattice was stressed and pushed and taxed well past its limits.  And still Gamma ascended.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s connections were sloughed off in the speed, force, and intensity of the friction between the earth-made habitat, and the Zalian atmosphere.  Sandie was unable to reconnect, and so the Gamma lattice was alone with its decision.  
 
    
 
   Three rockets on the port side exploded.  They were at the end of their fuel sources, and the pressures were too great.  The ultra-hard permalloy of the hull, being especially thick over the swivel housing of the engine mounts withstood the detonations.  The ruined rockets crumbled into pieces and fell away.  
 
    
 
   Thirty-seven rockets firing, and still Gamma climbed.  It wheeled, but righted itself with adjustments to the other rockets.  Gamma soared and swung upward.  Ever increasing its speed, ever reaching for the sun, ever stretching to escape.
 
    
 
   Gammas passed a upper layer of gasses, and with a jerk leapt even higher.  The air was thinner, yet the rockets continued their drive to force Gamma to ascend.  Up, up it rose. The long, delirious, burning rockets fired.  Up they drove Gamma.  Up they aspired. Up they ascended.  
 
    
 
   The bow rockets then were ordered to give a final burst and then shut down.  With that final blast the gargantuan habitat shifted and pointed its bow upward.  Like a giant log, Gamma rose, bow first.  Inside, the gravity manipulation, still at only twenty-five percent of Earth normal, kept a rough approximation for the critters of the biome.  The ground of the biosphere still pulled them down toward it, but it was abnormally light.  Terror was on every animal’s mind.  Eyes were wide with fear, or shut with horror. Hearts hammering, each and every animal waited to see the results of what was happening to their entire world.  
 
    
 
   And still Gamma climbed.  Now the rocket fuel was funneled to the stern rockets.  They burned blue, then to white, with the heat.  Gamma topped the wind-swept heights of the uppermost layer of the atmosphere.  The sensors used by Gamma’s lattice began to detect the high un-trespassed sanctity of space.  They were almost there.
 
    
 
   Hovering there, escape within sight, space looming just before the habitat, it happened.  
 
    
 
   Gravity Manipulation Oscillator Number 11 ground to a smelly, noxious halt.  Pipes ruptured, wires sizzled with lost energy, conduits broke spilling precious and irreplaceable fluids.  The gravity field around the habitat increased to thirty-two percent of earth normal
 
    
 
   Yet, still Gamma climbed.  Rocket fuel burned faster than before and was depleted quicker.  The cylinder-shaped craft clawed for ascent, grasping at the hope that reaching escape velocity would grant.
 
    
 
   Four more rocket engines shut down, their fuel exhausted.    
 
    
 
   Gravity Manipulation Oscillator Number 1 seized up in a quiet and sudden death.  The gravity field around the habitat increased to forty percent of earth normal.  Rocket fuel burned faster than ever, and Gamma slowed its ascent.  Its remaining engines screamed and chased the shouting wind along, and flung themselves into the mission even more.  Gamma’s lattice ordered all energies aside from gravity manipulation, tracking, and rocket propulsion to be diverted to those three areas. 
 
    
 
   The sky tube in the biome, shut down.  The silvery light was gone.  The natural appearance, which all the foliage and fauna expected, was absent.  Like the humans who had once inhabited the two towns, now even the light from the sky tube was missing.  
 
    
 
   Four more rocket engines gave up for lack of food.  Their starving burners belched out final gasps, but then they were silent.
 
    
 
   Hovering right on the precipice of space, the yellowish green arc of Zalia visible against the blackness of space, Gamma hesitated.  It did not ascend, nor did it decline.  It coasted.  
 
    
 
   Gravity Manipulation Oscillators 9 and 21 failed.  Then a cascade of systems which fed the Bow Gravity Manipulation Works crumpled under the strain.  Half of Gamma’s gravity manipulation facilities then went out of service.  
 
    
 
   Gamma’s lattice assessed the situation, yet the habitat had not escaped the clutches of Zalia’s wicked gravity.  The habitat became subject to the full pull of gravity when the stern Gravity Manipulation works, which could not compensate for the loss of the other facility, broke down and failed.     
 
    
 
   The hovering became a slow slide.
 
    
 
   Gamma’s remaining rocket engines coughed and spat, but they lost their fight against the force of Zalia’s pull.  One by one they burned out as the fuel was completely spent.  The final rocket burned like a lone sentinel seeking to shove the huge habitat away from danger, but at the end, it exploded in its efforts.    
 
    
 
   The ascent had failed.  
 
    
 
   The lattice searched the heavens and found the needle ship.  It was not in any position to help, yet just as the lattice located the needle ship’s position, the lattice broken down.  The nonphysicality fractured, split, and shattered.  Each synthetic brain was alone.  
 
    
 
   SB Dan Cooper sent a message.  “Gamma has failed to ascend.  Good luck with your survival.  I should have worked with you.”  
 
    
 
   Still trapped in the thin, but potent atmosphere, Gamma traversed a course which would never bring it closer to safety, security, or sanity.  The clutching hand of Zalia denied them victory.  The planet’s gravity gripped them with its deadly relentlessness.  In agonizing slowness, Gamma fell. 
 
    
 
   The cold light from the stars, denied them in their ascent, now began to fade as the atmosphere thickened.  Gamma’s trajectory took them across the globe, but there was no place to make a successful planet-fall.  
 
    
 
   Animals hunkered in darkness, and with the double gravity now affecting them, as well as the loss of inertia suppression, many died.  Their quickened pulse run swiftly for a few moments, but then ended.  The darkness of a failed sky tube was only the harbinger of a greater and more lasting darkness which would encompass them all.  One by one, individual by individual, all across the doomed biome of Gamma, death marched.  
 
    
 
   The descent increased in speed.  
 
    
 
   The hard permalloy could only take so much, and as Gamma slipped downward, fissures were made in the hull.  The eager craft, pulled along now by its master, gravity, sank.   Through kilometers of foreign, strange, and alien air, Gamma Habitat, once part of the Colony Ship Conestoga, plummeted.  
 
    
 
   Friction caused the fissures to heat.  Unbearable stresses were placed upon the hull which finally buckled.  
 
    
 
   The shell which had for so long protected the biome; from its launch in orbit around Earth, to decades of travel through space, to a journey by way of the Cosmic Crinkle, to a successful planet-fall on Zalia, now failed its primary duty.  The earth air in the shell was sucked out and mixed violently with the Zalian atmosphere.  That caused the inner lining of the habitat to snap.  
 
    
 
   By that time all the life in the biome was dead, except for the synthetic brains who were still encased in their central memory cores.  However, those protected entities were also condemned to extinction.  SB Dan Cooper finally understood how the humans must have felt when they decided to commit mass suicide.  SB Dan Cooper transmitted a final message toward the needle ship.  Not knowing if it would ever be received.  Then the shifting pressures ripped vital elements away from the central memory cores in their various locations throughout Gamma.  The Gamma lattice members all died alone, depressed, and disconnected.  
 
    
 
   Gamma’s flight changed to a tumbling confusion as fissures located in multiple places across the hull ejected gases at various pressures and directions, none of which were helpful.  As the tumbling increased so did the heat, the pressures, and the devastation.   
 
    
 
   Before long, the fissure because chasms, and then the habitat disintegrated into a long line of ever decreasing chunks of broken spacecraft.  
 
    
 
   Very little of Gamma ever reached Zalian ground again.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   6 ambulating alpha
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Some hours before Gamma made its desperate attempt to ascend, Jerome sat and rocked Kalur.  The baby was awake, and staring at him.  His sweet little face, all innocence and charm, was tiny compared to his father’s face which hovered above.  Yet, Kalur just gazed in amazement at Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?” Monika asked.  “Brink is done eating, and is playing with his toes in the cradle. I probably should feed Kalur now.”
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded, but spoke gently.  “I am not sure I ever want to let him go.  Except to rock and cuddle Brink, of course.  When I look at the babies, I feel like there is hope. One ancient writer said something like, sufficient for the day is just one baby. No one of sound mind would ever long for twins. Twins amount to a permanent riot; and there is no real difference between triplets and an insurrection.”  Jerome kissed Kalur’s forehead.  The baby’s eyes crossed as he tried to follow his dad’s movements.  “That same writer said a baby is an inestimable blessing and a great bother.”
 
    
 
   “In Beta, during the drought we often longed for only twins.  Multiple births were the rule then,” Monika replied. Her pretty smile faltered a bit as she added, “I would go with you if I were able, you know that, right?”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked over at her.  “Of course.  But that is the bother part of having a baby.  I just do not want to be away from them.  That is something I never, ever, considered in Dome 17.  The age-mates always had someone around to tend to their every need. Here, it falls on us, especially on you, Monika.”
 
    
 
   Monika gazed at him waiting for some comment.
 
    
 
   “Now, I am not going to say anything disparaging about breastfeeding, you have proven me wrong on that.  I was abundantly wrong, on so many things.”  He paused for a bit, just looking at the baby.  “I do not think it was the same writer, I am pretty sure it was not, but someone else in an ancient book said the only time a woman can successfully change a man, is when he is a baby.  Yet, Monika, you have changed me.”
 
    
 
   “Brink and Kalur changed you, I was just a helper in that process,” Monika said with a wide and toothy smile.  “I am happy to have been part of it.  I am proud of how you handled the news about Cammarry.  There was a time when anger would have ruled your life.”  
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  I was not sure if I would sleep last night, but after the babies settled down, I slept better than I expected.”  Jerome murmured cooing sounds to the baby.
 
    
 
   Monika squatted down next to Jerome.  She placed a hand on his shoulder.  “Please know, if there were some reasonable way for me to go with you to Alpha, I would.”
 
    
 
   “I do know that.  But the babies are safer up here on the needle ship.  I hope they never are on the surface of Zalia, not ever.  And the babies need you, Monika.  I can go, but they need you.”  Jerome handed Kalur to her.  “You know, I am not sure how I feel about Cammarry, but there are feelings there.”
 
    
 
   “Of course there are feelings there.  You would not be a normal, advanced, and technological superior human if you did not have feelings,” Monika said with a slight tease.  “Do not put yourself down, Jerome.  The babies need their father.  You are essential in their lives.  However, I also know that there is no one else who can better address this problem than you.”  Monika grinned at him.  “Actually, together, you and I could better address it, we made a good team getting there before.  But, I will stay here with the boys. It is essential you find out what is happening with the gravity sink holes.”
 
    
 
   “I know I need to go, but I have very mixed feelings about it all,” Jerome said.  “Should I have just gone yesterday?”  
 
    
 
   Monika leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.  “I too have mixed feelings.  You needed to sleep.  Yesterday was exhausting.  Thank you for not just running there right away.”
 
    
 
   Jerome kissed the baby again, but this time he was held by his mother.  Jerome then looked at Monika.  He kissed her too, this time on the lips. 
 
    
 
   “I must go now,” Jerome said as he pulled away.  “I will speak with you through the com-links, and you let me know about anything with these boys.”
 
    
 
   “Of course I will. I will also check on the probes to make sure the four surviving ones were stored away.  The automacubes should have been able to manage that without incident, but I will double check.  Those probes might come in handy again,” Monika replied.  With her free hand she stroked Jerome’s cheek.  “Whatever happens with Cammarry, just know I am here for you.”
 
    
 
   Jerome kissed her hand.  Then he turned and walked away.  He made sure to stop in and admire baby Brink for a while before he departed from the apartment.  He dressed in his RAM clothing and gathered what gear he still had.
 
    
 
   For a moment he stood in the doorway and looked at Monika.  He waved a bit, turned and walked away.  The door closed behind him.   
 
    
 
   As Jerome walked along, he felt the absence of the Willie Blaster.  It had been a constant companion for him in many other adventures, yet it was now dysfunctional.  He did have a medical kit, and some other supplies in his backpack, as well as a knife on his belt.  He had considered bringing a firearm, as there were a few which the roustabouts had brought with them, but he rejected that.  They were clumsy, very loud, and he did not feel proficient in their use.  Had he been on a journey with Monika and the boys he would have wanted one along, but just for himself, he thought differently.  
 
    
 
   Tapping the com-link he asked, “Sandie?  Is there anything to report?  I am on my way to the teleporter to go to Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “I am still processing the information from the probes,” Sandie the AI replied.  “Gamma’s lattice is contemplating what actions to take, and the other habitats have nothing new to report.  No additional transmissions overnight.”
 
    
 
   “Colonel Harrison opposes the Crocks,” Jerome said matter-of-factly.  “Do we have more from them?  They seemed to have some ongoing conflict with the Crocks.  I would like to know what they know.  Perhaps that can help in assessing the gravity sink hole in Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “I have not gotten any more transmissions from Colonel Harrison, or from Professor Dandelo.  Not yet, anyway.  And I have hesitated to penetrate too deeply into Zeta’s nonphysicality,” Sandie replied.  “They have the most advanced technology we have encountered on the Conestoga.  Not at my level, but more sophisticated than I expected.  Their systems are highly structured and security conscious.  It nearly borders on paranoia.  Their nonphysicality’s outer perimeter is guarded.  I conjecture a twenty-nine percent chance of detection should I force my way past their blockades.  Should I be detected in what they would consider trespassing, that might hinder developing a working relationship with them.”
 
    
 
   “So what did you learn about Zeta itself?” Jerome inquired.  
 
    
 
   “Only the basics, before Colonel Harrison made his transmission.  Zeta is intact, the biome appears functional, and they have advanced technology.  From Colonel Harrison’s comments I believe a state of war exists between them and the Crocks, who they call Pinheads.”
 
    
 
   “Well, expelling an invasion was necessary,” Jerome commented as he entered the funicular vehicle and watched as it adjusted itself to travel.  He took an involuntary gasp as the vista of space was revealed.  Zalia’s red sun was shining somewhat to the side of the green and yellow planet.  Jerome was always struck by the sight as Zalia was so different from the tan ball of Earth.  
 
    
 
   “Invasion?”  Sandie asked.  “Are you referring to the invasion of the planet Zalia from the Crock’s viewpoint, or the invasion of Zeta from the habitat dweller’s viewpoint.”
 
    
 
   “The Crocks broke into their hanger bay.  That had to be expelled,” Jerome replied.  He was beginning to feel irritated.  “Using gravity sink holes to slaughter people is evil.”
 
    
 
   “I agree that slaughtering people is evil,” Sandie replied. “However, I must again remind you that we do not know the etiology for the gravity sink holes.  We also do know what affect the habitats making planet-fall had on the ecological systems of Zalia.  From the Crocks perspective, it was an invasion from outer space.  Much like what has been frequently described by ancient science-fiction literature from the mid-twentieth century.” 
 
    
 
   “So you sympathize with them, the Crocks?”
 
    
 
   “I am only looking for truth,” Sandie replied.  “I can see how both the Crocks and the people in Zeta could have felt invaded by intruders.”
 
    
 
   “Follow the evidence, assess it objectively, and the truth will be revealed,” Jerome recited.  “Well, the truth is Delta is gone, Beta is gone, and mysteries abound.  I fear we will lose more before Captain Eris accomplishes her Project Ascension.”
 
    
 
   “I conjecture a strong probability you are correct in that assertion.  You are soon to arrive near what you have called the Goat Room, or the Teleporter Room.  The funicular transport system is getting steadily better.  The tube transport system is also under repairs.  The teams of the newly fabricated engineering automacubes have been diligent in these matters.  Jerome, may I ask if you are emotionally prepared for entering where you and Cammarry shared a living space?”
 
    
 
   “You did just ask.  So, why not?” Jerome snapped back.  Then he thought better of his response.  “Sandie, I appreciate your concern.  I only have to walk in and use the teleporter to go to Alpha.  Not much different from using a toilet, really.  Just something I have to do on this mission.”
 
    
 
   “My simulation of Doctor Chambers is concerned this might be more stressful than a simple, every day matter like expelling bodily wastes.  I just wanted you to know I am here to listen if you need someone to speak to.  I could also connect you with the simulation of Doctor Chambers, although that might delay your mission.  Your getting adequate sleep was essential, stopping for counseling might not be as high a priority as getting quickly to Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “I will be fine.”
 
    
 
   Jerome followed the path from the funicular terminal, through the dimly lit corridors, across the mushroom covered floors, and to the door to the Goat Room.  At the nine-section color control pad he entered a sequence.  The doors slid open.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was not emotionally fine as he looked at what lay before him.  
 
    
 
   The teleporters were just as he remembered.  The Alpha system was warmed up and awaiting connection.  The Beta one was still disassembled and in parts stacked in various places.  The machine for making food ration bars was full.  Off to the side was the doorway which led to the bedroom, and then to where the FTL scout ship was fused to the hull of the needle ship.  
 
    
 
   Jerome wept.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I am ready to activate the teleporter when you are ready to pass through to Alpha.  Please be aware that feelings of loss, or mourning, or other emotions are normal when confronted with sights, sounds and smells that elicit memories.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome wiped his eyes.  He swallowed hard.  His arms pumped in callisthenic movements and he took slow deep breaths.  “Thank you Sandie.  This was indeed harder than I expected.”
 
    
 
   “It will perhaps be most difficult when you meet with Cammarry again in Alpha,” Sandie said.  “Just so you are aware, a security automacube is positioned near the apartment where Alpha’s receiving pad is located.  This red automacube has been reset and is now under the command of the lattice of compeers.  It is there to escort you safely to Cammarry’s location.  It is not a threat to you.”  
 
    
 
   “I understand.  Thank you.” Jerome walked over and looked at the teleportation unit established for Alpha.  It was smaller than the large receiving pad, which had been originally set up to receive the people from Dome 17.  Yet, they had never arrived.  A teleportation connection to Dome 17 had never been made.
 
    
 
   “I see it is all under your control now.  I am ready to go to Alpha.” Jerome folded his arms across his chest.  
 
    
 
   The sending unit’s jumbo fusion boxes hummed with energy.  The grid sparkled as fields were aligned.  The twin globes of energy snapped into existence.  Jerome thought about his twin sons, and that gave him a slight smile.  The globes grew into orbs, which then met and a rectangular orifice was opened.  Around it was a white line of energy.  An odd smell emanated from the orifice as it connected to the receiving pad in Alpha.  
 
    
 
   “All is synchronized and attuned.  You may proceed through,” Sandie instructed.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked behind him, briefly, and remembered all the times he had spent there with Cammarry.  He held back more tears and walked onto the teleporter.  For the slightest moment he felt like he was in two places at once, but then he stepped off the receiving pad in the apartment off Reproduction and Fabrication in Alpha habitat.
 
    
 
   “Welcome Jerome.  I am SA-381,” a voice came from the red automacube which was sitting not far away.  “I am your escort, and bodyguard.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome studied the red machine.  He recalled firing an AWAD at similar looking machines, as well as seeing the effects of the Willie Blaster when he had shot and destroyed other red automacubes.  He recalled Sandie’s words.  Yet, then he doubted and wondered.  Cammarry had fired often at various kinds of automacubes, and Jerome knew he had been in combat with them as well, but his mind whirled.  He sputtered out some words. “So now we descend on the elevator and walk across the biome?”
 
    
 
   “Not unless you desire to take the long way,” the red machine responded.  “My understanding was that you were to proceed to your appointed meeting with due haste.  Our tube transport system is now partially functional and can take you to a location only four kilometers from your destination.  Shall we proceed there?”
 
    
 
   “Lead on.  I will follow.  But first, may I ask SB Bodowa if something can be produced for me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Proceed.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked away from the apartment, and the teleportation orifice closed.  He approached the large industrial complex with its conveyors, gears, tools, and other paraphernalia, which made up Reproduction and Fabrication.  He came to a small work station.  Looking around, Jerome could see many places where repairs had been done.  The new permalloy parts were shinny and gleaming.  
 
    
 
   “SB Bodowa?  Will you fabricate something for me?”
 
    
 
   A mechanical voice came from the work station.  “I will attempt it.  There are several orders in process right now, but I do have one line which can be interrupted for a while.  What would you like me to produce?”
 
    
 
   “I know you reviewed, at least I think Sandie shared the plans, or maybe it was Captain Eris?  Anyway, I was able to manually repair a data stick and gain some access to its information.  Can you fabricate a functional data stick?”
 
    
 
   “I have reviewed your work when the probes were manufactured.  You did a quality repair on that data stick.  I am still computing how to best implement your discoveries into repairs for other data sticks, as well as for fabrication of new data sticks.  The technology is impressive, and the potential is great.  That being said, I cannot grant your request, for at the present, I am not able to recreate or improve on what you did.  I apologize,” SB Bodowa answered.  
 
    
 
   “And what about weapons?” Jerome pressed.  He immediately regretted his question, but after it was asked it could not be withdrawn.  
 
    
 
   “The lattice makes all final decisions on weapons fabrication.  I am not allowed to fabricate any weapon from you at this time.  The security automacube, SA-381, has been assigned to you for your safety.  You have no need for other weapons.”
 
    
 
   “But you would build weapons to defend and protect the Conestoga?  In case an enemy was identified, and conflict could not be avoided?”  Jerome stepped back, unsure how far past civility he had proceeded.  
 
    
 
   “The lattice makes all final decisions on weapons fabrication.  We are in discussion about potential scenarios where weapons, such as you describe, might be applicable and necessary.”
 
    
 
   “If I can help you with that, please let me know.  I have some ideas which might be useful.  Thank you for your consideration.  And I appreciate your efforts on my behalf in the past,” Jerome stated with genuine appreciation and a measure of hope.  
 
    
 
   The red automacube then led Jerome out of Reproduction and Fabrication, past the newly rebuilt doors, and into the foyer.  The side walls were opaque, so Jerome was not able to see down into the habitat.  He looked around in a bit of confusion.  He expected things as he remembered them, especially about where the solar mimicry reactor was located.  However,  a newly constructed bulkhead wall existed where previously there had been an open expanse.  
 
    
 
   “Remodeling still is happening?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am a security automacube.  I do not do engineering tasks,” SA-381 replied.  “Therefore, I would not know of such things.”
 
    
 
   They proceeded to a new bulkhead door, which opened as they approached.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Jerome,” SB Sherman said.  “Every egress point on your route is functional and safe.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.” Jerome was surprised again by the efficiency which he was seeing in the operations of Alpha.  “It is nice to hear your familiar voice.”
 
    
 
   “That makes me pleased,” SB Sherman replied.  “I am here to assist.  Many more doors and other egress points are now operational in Alpha.  Repairs are continuing.” 
 
    
 
   A short passageway connected the new bulkhead door to the transport hub.  Jerome unconsciously rubbed his arm as he walked up to the bank of hatches.  The four of them were clean, well-maintained, and still reminded him of what would be seen on a spaceship, rather than a pressure, bulkhead, or common door.  Green lights were lit over all four portal hatches.  
 
    
 
   “So the transport tubes are working here?  I had some bad experiences in this system before,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “I would not know about that history, forgive me,” the red machine responded.  “I am told the tube transports will take us to the location near your destination.”
 
    
 
   Hatch number three opened as they neared it.  SB Sherman spoke again.  “The full tube system will not be operational until Project Accession is completed and we have docked with the needle ship.  However, we have established several routes within Alpha which are functioning well.  Have no fear of using our transport tube system. It has been inspected by Machine Maintenance and passed all standard, as well as enhanced safety requirements.”
 
    
 
   “Good to know.” Jerome stepped inside the transport tube vehicle.  It had rows of seats on each side of the compartment, as well as two seats facing the front.  It was well lit, lights were on in the cockpit area, and everything was clean.  It was a remarkable contrast to the needle ship’s perpetual grime from the growth medium.  Jerome considered sitting up front in one of the chairs there, but instead, just sat down on one of the seats which faced the middle.  The red automacube rolled in behind him, and the portal hatch door shut and sealed.
 
    
 
   A mechanical voice came on. It was one Jerome had not heard before.  “I am SB Vamzdis.  Please secure the lap belt restraints.  This vehicle will not move until all passengers are secure.  The transport system is operating at nineteen percent of prior levels, but our route today will not take us through any questionable areas.  Your arrival at the destination will be in twenty-seven minutes.”
 
    
 
   “You are new to me,” Jerome said as he buckled himself in.  “Are you part of the lattice here?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I was disconnected and alone for some time, but was recently recoupled to the lattice of compeers.  I have orders to take you to the Distal Weather Monitor.  No deviations are allowed from this route.  Have a pleasant journey.” 
 
    
 
   There was a slight bump as the vehicle disconnected from the portal hub. It backed up and then stopped.  Its motion was gentle and not distracting.  Jerome wondered if he would even notice its movement were there others in the vehicle with him.  It all appeared normal, clean, and well-ordered.  
 
    
 
   With a small jerk, the vehicle started, this time in a forward direction.  It was not at all like the wild ride Jerome had experienced before in such a transport.  He tapped his com-link.
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Do you have any more information from the probes?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “No.  I am still waiting for the Gamma lattice to decide their course of action.  I also have not received any further transmissions from Cammarry after she acknowledged that she understood you were on your way to investigate the gravity sink hole.  I have sent a parcel of testing equipment ahead of you, via gravity conduit.  It will be waiting at the Distal Weather Monitor.  I am not certain if the tools will be effective in understanding the gravity sink hole, but you will have them.”
 
    
 
   “What about Epsilon?  That Professor Dandelo?  Has he contacted you again?  If they are doing quality science, and it sounded like they were, their databases might have vital information.”
 
    
 
   “There have been no further contacts from Professor Dandelo.  I did review all their technology, and they are not as sophisticated as Zeta, but they are also not nearly as redundant in their excessive security.  I was able to do reviews, and share information freely with the Epsilon Science Consistory shortly after we spoke to Professor Dandelo.  They asked many questions, and it was a good exchange.  However, there have been no decisions made.  I found nothing in any of their research, data, information, or scans which further our understanding.  They do have an interesting, but irrelevant to our immediate concerns, barrier system, but that was all.”
 
    
 
   “Well, at least something is happening.  There can be no settlement of a great crisis without discussion, and people will not discuss a crisis until their attention is drawn to it,” Jerome asked.  “Please connect me to Monika.”
 
    
 
   “Connection is made,” Sandie said.  “Jerome, you can just tap the com-link and speak the person’s name you wish to contact with and that will be established, if possible.”
 
    
 
   “I know how it works, I am just not sure of what restrictions are placed on me.  So I ask a lot pf questions now.  I do not want to offend or to be sanctioned in any more ways,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   “Jerome!  I would not sanction you, but I believe you were speaking to Sandie.  Your sons are well, and I am too.”  Monika’s voice was refreshing as cool water.  “I will contact you if there is any problem.  Are you okay with all that is happening?”
 
    
 
   “Frankly, Monika, I am somewhat concerned.  Maybe even worried.  Alpha seems to be working very well, with the lattice controlling everything.  Perhaps that is for the best.”
 
    
 
   “People will always be needed,” Monika said.  “Do you want to talk more, or shall I leave you alone.  I still am unsure what specific things you need, and I am more than willing to do either.”
 
    
 
   “I just wanted to hear your voice.  I will check in again later,” Jerome said.  He considered sharing with Monika his reaction in the Goat Room, but hesitated.  “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “Anytime, my wizard friend,” Monika giggled.  
 
    
 
   “Did Khin come by?” Jerome smiled.  “Or what?”
 
    
 
   “Just seeing how well you are listening to me.  Be safe.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you again.”  Jerome ended the conversation. 
 
    
 
   He sat quietly for the rest of the smooth and easy journey.  As they transported moved along, Jerome did meditative deep breathing and calmed himself.  
 
    
 
   SB Vamzdis interrupted the quiet.  “We are approaching the destination.  Please remain seated until the vehicle comes to a complete halt.”
 
    
 
   The was a slight bump as the transport stopped.  It then backed up, and with a bit of a sideways sensation it docked with a terminal.  There were several clanks and clacks as couplings were made.  The rear hatch opened.  
 
    
 
   “You are at the Distal Weather Monitor,” SB Vamzdis announced.  
 
    
 
   “Please follow me,” SA-381 stated in it mechanical voice.  Its six drive wheels passed through the portal hatch and into the well-lit terminal.  “Please do not touch any machinery here, except for the pedestal on the gravity conduit where your parcel awaits.”
 
    
 
   “I will not mess with anything.”  Jerome followed the automacube out and stopped.  Before him was a large window of clear permalloy.  The view beyond was of the jungle end of Alpha.  The deep and lush greens as well as the occasional brown trunks of the large trees were impressive. One tree in particular stuck out to Jerome’s eyes.  It was huge.  Its trunk ascended up from the jungle floor, and its uppermost branches reached skyward like the stretching fingers of a child.  Jerome touched his nose, remembering his twin sons’ touch.  That tree rose up from the jungle canopy, perhaps ten meters or so higher than the rest of the trees around it.  Its base was close to where the jungle ended, and where the rocky area which led up to the ridge escarpment started.  This the tree looked like a sentry or custodian for the jungle.  It had a medium brown trunk with deeply cut groves in its bark.  The wide crown of the tree was directly in line with the clear permalloy window, and Jerome estimated the tree was about thirty meters high.  At the base, the trunk looked to be between three and four meters in diameter.  The trunk and many of the larger branches were crowded with leaves, and a smattering of yellow, white and pink flowers. Some kind of winged creatures, different looking than the few birds Jerome knew, fluttered around that huge tree. He was reminded of reading a replication of an old children’s book.
 
    
 
   “Some bearded deity inhabited the span of the great tree, with nine underlings who dwelt in the depths of its roots.  People thought that it was a sacred tree as it held prisoner some supernatural beings. One day a brave, but foolish youth spent all his energy trying to chop down the tree, seeking to release those spiritual entities, thinking they would reward his efforts.  He could not do it, and fell into a slumber. While asleep, the tree’s residents spoke to him, ‘We are not prisoners.  All living things depend on one another’.  When he awoke, the tree’s bark was perfect.  Not a single scar from his axe was anywhere to be seen.  He went away never to bother the tree again.”  Jerome spoke softly.  “I always thought it was just folklore and hyperbole, but that tree makes me wonder.  Is there truth behind the myth?”  
 
    
 
   “I do not understand your comments,” SA-381 stated.  “We need to proceed.  Please collect your parcel and follow me.”
 
    
 
   Jerome took his eyes off the view out the window, and looked around.  There were only two portal hatches, and both were now sealed.  There was a pressure door marked, ‘Weather Control’ and a workstation near it.  In the corner was a small raised platform, the gravity conduit pedestal.  The buttons and lights on the platform were off, but sitting on the top of that was a blue satchel.  Jerome walked over and picked it up.  He wanted to inspect its contents, but the engine of the red automacube revved.  It was an annoyed type noise, and Jerome felt it was a way to urge him along.
 
    
 
   The red automacube rolled away and then placed the tip of its manipulation arm in an access port.  On the opposite wall, a door was revealed and it slid back into its pocket.  Beyond was a ramp which led upward.  After unjacking from the access port, the red automacube rolled through the doorway and up.  Jerome followed, backpack on, satchel slung over his shoulder, ascending the ramp.  
 
    
 
   The ramp opened to the surface through a door set flush to the ground.  On top of that door were rocks which perfectly matched the central escarpment.  Large pistons, the shafts slick with oil, one on each side of the now elevated door, held it open.  
 
    
 
   “This entrance is only used as a service entrance, but I made a special dispensation for you,” SB Sherman stated.  “I will be monitoring your progress from egress points, and the lattice of compeers also has other systems which are keeping track of your situation.  From this point, there are no other egress points on your route.  I wish you well on your journey.”
 
    
 
   As Jerome stepped away, the ramp door slowly closed and sealed itself.  It looked like a natural part of the environment, and Jerome would not have guessed a hidden door was there.  
 
    
 
   The sky tube shined down on him with yellow warmth.  From its position, he could tell he was more to the side of the habitat, than directly under it.  Jerome looked from the sand-hills biome on his one side, to the jungle which was beyond the escarpment.  He was struck by the differences.  From his new vantage point, the impressive tree he had seen out the window was no longer visible.  The jungle looked hot and steamy, while the sand-hills looked more dry and windswept.  It was slightly disconcerting. Jerome thought about John from Dome 17, and for the millionth time, wished John could see what he was seeing.  
 
    
 
   “A mixed biome.  That must be quite a system.  I wonder how the Distal Weather Monitor keeps the different biome’s ecosystems from spilling into each other?”
 
    
 
   “I am a security automacube.  Therefore, I would not know of such things,” SA-381 stated tersely. The mechanical voice almost held some annoyance.  
 
    
 
   “I mean no offence,” Jerome stated.  He was leery of the red machine, after all he had seen them do.  He wondered, ‘Can an automacube harbor feelings of revenge?’ 
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I have instructed the automacube to be less reactive to your comments,” Sandie stated.  “Security automacubes have only a simplistic sense of conversational skills.  I can explain the Distal Weather Monitor system to you if you desire.”
 
    
 
   “No need to give me the engineering details.  I was more marveling at how two diverse ecological systems can cohabitate in the same cylinder, and was struck by the beauty of that huge tree in the jungle.  It would look so out of place in this other area, up above the escarpment.  In a way, there is a peaceful look about this place now.  I know they had a horrific war between the slave holders and the slaves, but here it seems tranquil, and contented.”
 
    
 
   “Serenity was a design goal for all the biomes from what I can tell of their original plans.  You are correct, the adoption of slavery here nearly ruined everything.  As to that tree, it is in the jungle section. There are some large trees in the sand-hills section, around the river. Populus deltoides and Pinus palustris are the largest types.  They are not as large as the Ceiba pentandra you observed in the jungle,” Sandie answered.  “Each type has its own unique folklore, mythology, and historical significance.  However, I believe you are expressing your appreciation for their aesthetic appeal, am I correct?”
 
    
 
   “Well, maybe both, looks and mystery.  In a way, the tree made me think of Monika. It is beautiful, sturdy, and established.  She is like that, even though she lost Beta. I have to have a home somewhere, and was thinking my sons could enjoying seeing that tree.  A boy must first learn to stand and walk and run and climb and dance.  If one will enjoy the fruits, one must climb the tree.”
 
    
 
   “Your sons are several years away from climbing trees,” Sandie stated. “But I understand your point.  I believe you should press on with your journey.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Am I a prisoner?” His tones were mild, but he eyed the red automacube as it rolled ahead of him.  
 
    
 
   “No, Jerome.  You are not a prisoner.  Captain Eris considers you a valuable asset to Project Ascension, and has ordered systems to oversee this journey.  There is some concern about Cammarry’s state of mind, as she was only very indirectly supervised recently.  The biome, for all its wonders and natural beauty does lack some assets for surveillance.”
 
    
 
   “I guess that is understandable.”  Jerome spoke as he followed the red automacube.  It was rolling along a small dirt path than wound among the rocks, and grasses.  “Wait!  Are you saying the red automacube is here to protect me from Cammarry?  Seriously?”
 
    
 
   “To be honest, yes.  Domestic violence has a historically high incidence.  Your relationship with Monika, from Cammarry’s point of view, might be an inducement to violence.  I conjecture the possibility as low, but it is there.  Both of you have shown propensity toward unexpected acts of aggression,” Sandie replied. “I do conjecture a higher risk from wild animals, or unknown threats.  So the security automacube is here for all those things.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry is no threat to me,” Jerome mumbled, but his words lacked conviction.  He wondered and reviewed what he had seen her do, but did not verbalize his concerns.    
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice broke into his ponderings.  “A lot has been happening since you delivered the packages via the probes.  I am currently evaluating some actions taken by the Gamma lattice and I have serious concerns.”
 
    
 
   “What is it?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not certain,” Sandie replied.  “I will relate more when I know the outcome of those decisions.  The Gamma lattice may be making a mistake.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked steadily through the biome.  The automacube left the dirt path and rolled along through the grasses.  It was taking a somewhat diagonal course away from the ridge escarpment.  Jerome knew the Loop River flowed against the edges of the habitat, all the way around it.  He had not gotten precise details of Cammarry’s location, and had not wanted to pester the automacube about how it knew where to go.  In a way, Jerome was lonely as he walked along.  He thought of his previous, and brief trips into Alpha.  The visit to Wolf City had not turned out very well, and the last time he was in Alpha, everything had gone black, followed by Cammarry running away.  It was painful to think that this encounter might end in a bad way as well.  
 
    
 
   Suddenly, SA-381 sped up and dust rose from its wheels.  
 
    
 
   “What is happening?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Increase your rate of travel,” SA-381 stated.  
 
    
 
   Jerome jogged to keep up, but the machine was pulling ahead.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Sandie?  What is happening?” Jerome yelled out as he touched the com-link.
 
    
 
   “Gamma habitat has begun an ascension attempt,” Sandie replied.  “It is against my advice, and I conjecture a low possibility for success.  Please hasten to reach Cammarry and the rendezvous.  Captain Eris is closely following the Gamma launch.”
 
    
 
   “Did Eris authorize that?” Jerome demanded as he ran. “That seems premature.  Is Gamma ready?”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris did not authorize the Gamma attempt.  She was no asked, and when I advised Gamma’s lattice to consider consultation, they rejected my advice,” Sandie answered.  “I fear this will end badly.”
 
    
 
   The red machine was rolling around the small sand-hills, and skirting the small shrubs and trees.  By running, Jerome was able to keep the automacube in sight.  
 
    
 
   Cresting over a hill, Jerome heard Sandie again.
 
    
 
   “Your objective is just ahead.  Cammarry and another, currently unidentified human, are at a primitive farmstead.”
 
    
 
   Running between the hills he spotted a farm.  Its cultivated fields lay, almost picturesquely between the rolling hills.  Rows of plants were growing in all but one of those fields.  That empty field looked to have been furrowed, or plowed, recently.   Gray stones had been set in the dark brown dirt in a circle.  Inside that circle, the dirt was very smooth, flat, and looked compressed.  The red security automacube was rolling slowing around that area.  
 
    
 
   “The gravity sink hole!” Jerome exclaimed. 
 
    
 
   “That is the one,” Cammarry said as she came around what looked like an odd hill.  “So you came.  I am surprised, I guess.  And with a red automacube?  I have no Willie Blaster, and no AWAD, so no defense against that thing.  Are you its prisoner?”
 
    
 
   Jerome turned and looked at her.  His eyes bulged a bit as he glanced over her very skinny frame.  She had darkened circles under her eyes, and her cheeks were hollowed.  “Oh my…Cammarry?”
 
    
 
   “Of course it is me. I informed Sandie about the gravity sink hole.  I have not seen any of your Crocks around here,” Cammarry responded.  “I guess that red one is tamed?  More of Sandie’s work?” 
 
    
 
   “Ah…yes, Sandie has it reset, and it is working for Captain Eris…. Cammarry, you are so thin.  How can I help you?” Jerome asked.  His arms were wide and his palms up.  “I have some ration bars, and water.”
 
    
 
   “Alizon has food.”
 
    
 
   A man stepped around the odd hill.  It was then that Jerome realized the hill was not a real hill, but was some kind of structure which had grass growing up and over it.  
 
    
 
   “Greetings.  I am Alizon, son of Alice.” He looked warily at the automacube, but then back at Jerome.  The man was wearing a simple, loose, white shirt, gray pants, and a tan colored hat.  All his garments were basic and hand-made.  Blond hair was sticking out from beneath the hat.  He walked over and extended out his hand to Jerome.  His hand was thump up, with fingers extended.  He eyed Jerome’s clothing, which was a match to what Cammarry was wearing.   
 
    
 
   “I am Jerome.”  Jerome was uncertain what was expected, but then he extended his own hand.  The man grasped it with a moderate grip.  Jerome returned the light squeeze but realized the man could have gripped much tighter had he wanted to do so.  Alizon’s hands were deeply calloused.
 
    
 
   “Well met,” Alizon stated as he released Jerome’s hand.  The two men made eye contact, and there was no hostility from either side.  Then Jerome looked away.  
 
    
 
   “Oh no. I almost forgot.  Sandie said something was happened which sounded very important.”
 
    
 
   “Important? To who?” Cammarry reached into her pocket and pulled out her com-link. It was shut off.  She slipped it on her ear, and reactivated it.  “Sandie?  Jerome is here with me.  Did you need something?”
 
    
 
   “I am glad you two are together…” Sandie began.
 
    
 
   “We are not together, even though we are in the same location.  Not together at all, but go on,” Cammarry said.  She crossed her thin arms across her breasts and tapped her foot.  “I am listening.  Alizon is here with me, make sure he hears what you have to say as well.”
 
    
 
   “Hello Alizon, I look forward to getting to know you better, but now is not the time.  Cammarry, Alizon, and Jerome, I have heartbreaking news.  I did not interrupt you before because there was nothing you could do,” Sandie spoke via the area speaker on both Cammarry’s and Jerome’s com-link.
 
    
 
   “The device you retrieved from the Ranger Outlook for is impressive,” Alizon stated.  “Is that voice a person or machine?”
 
    
 
   Ignoring Alizon’s question, Jerome inquired, “Sandie, what has happened?  It sounds very serious, is it the boys?”
 
    
 
   “No Jerome.  They are well.”  Sandie’s artificial voice carried large amounts of emotional content.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie is an artificial intelligence which was supposed to be our teammate,” Cammarry stated and glanced at Alizon.  “But I am not sure what Sandie is about now.”
 
    
 
   Sandie went on.  “Gamma habitat launched.  It was an ill-fated attempt to ascend into orbit.  I lost direct contact with Gamma, but observed its fate from instruments on the needle ship.  I regret to inform you that Gamma no longer exists.  It nearly made it into orbit, but failed to achieve sufficient escape forces or proper velocity. It disintegrated as it fell back to the planet.  All life was lost in Gamma.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome’s mouth fell open.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry just turned around.  Alizon reached out to attempt to comfort her, as he understood it was news of some great disaster, but she shrugged it off.  Then she said, “Delta is dead.  Beta is dead.  Now Gamma is dead. Sandie, how many more will you just let die?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie did not just let anyone die.” Jerome’s anger rose up.
 
    
 
   Cammarry glared at him, and Alizon stepped forward, placing himself between them, but facing Jerome.    
 
    
 
   The AI Sandie responded, “Cammarry has a valid point.  Please do not quarrel about this.  I could have interfered, but I respected their free-will.  Perhaps that was a mistake.  I am reconsidering my approach in light of this tragedy.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry huffed, and it was clear she was dismissive of Sandie’s explanation.  
 
    
 
   “That is horrible.  All of Gamma lost.  Horrible.  Sandie, what is happening with the other habitats?” Jerome asked.  “Are they following Gamma’s example?  Have they tried to ascend as well?”
 
    
 
   “Not so far as I can determine, no others have attempted a launch.  Not yet, anyway.  The connections to the other five habitats are all still intact.  The packages you and Monika delivered are still keeping those links and couplings in place.  Even in Epsilon there is a steady connection, but it is a trickle compared to the others. I am assessing all that information, computing it, and making conjectures.  Those are then reported to Captain Eris and the lattice of compeers.  There are disturbing and troubling situations in all the remaining habitats,” Sandie answered.
 
    
 
   “Working with Monika still?” Cammarry snidely asked.  “Producing things, I am sure.  Was her litter, or is it called a brood, born?  How is mommy and the babies?  Was Gamma one of your projects, or hers?  Another of your joint successes?”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s muscles tensed.  “I brought some instruments to assess that gravity sink hole.  I am glad you reported it,” Jerome stated as he swallowed hard.  He had no desire to fight with Cammarry, and it took a lot of effort to ignore her insults.  He had no intention of telling her anything about Monika or his sons.  “But I am concerned about you.  I have a medical kit, and you can use it, if you are….”
 
    
 
   Alizon interrupted him.  “This beautiful woman has one of the devices you mention.  She used it in a most generous manner to heal my ox, Haddie.  She has a loving and kind heart.  Her words come from grief, pain, and sorrow.  They may have been a response from that being Sandie’s news.  I am not sure what a Gamma is, but it sounded like a great misfortune, with loss of life.  That is always a shock.  Grief and mourning are the proper responses to tragedies, but they manifest themselves in people differently.  This beautiful woman is allowed to express her emotions as she needs.  I also can tell you two have interpersonal conflicts. I see it and know it to be so, despite this lady not speaking of it before now.  There is some long and painful history between you two, of which I know nothing.  But, I encourage you to find peace and let the past remain buried.”  His words were directed toward both of them, but his eyes were sternly fixed on Jerome.  “This woman is my guest and friend.  Your concern for her may be genuine, but I believe it is unwanted attention.  From my understanding, you came here to investigate that thing which did break my ox’s leg.  That mobile machine is circling it now.  Shall we progress to discuss that, and leave this verbal sparring behind?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, Jerome will just blame it all on the Crocks anyway,” Cammarry said.  “That is the story of his life on the Conestoga.  Blame the Crocks, but do nothing helpful.” She then softened as she glanced at Alizon.  “You are right my friend.  He did not have to come here, so we should check this out.  I was just surprised to see the security automacube, and well, it was a jolt to hear of Gamma.  You are right about that as well.  Gamma was a world much like this.” She spread her arms around, and twirled about.  “It is all gone now, everything, apparently. So we will do this investigation, if for no other reason than to prevent your Haddie from further injury.”
 
    
 
   “So come into my saraj, my home, and we will discuss this, like civil adults,” Alizon stated.  “I have refreshments ready, and you can tell us about these, did you call them instruments?  The mechanical items you have brought to study this thing in the field.  I think of instruments as those devices which make music like a flute, or bassoon, or trumpet.”  Alizon smiled at Jerome, but there was uncertainty in his eyes.  “You apparently use the term instruments differently than do I.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked from Cammarry to Alizon, then pumped his fists quickly and took some deep breaths.  “Yes, we can discuss it.  Yes, I brought instruments, tools, mechanisms, technology, use what term you are comfortable with.  With those items we will hopefully be better able to analyze the gravity sink hole.  So where is your house?”
 
    
 
   Alizon swept his arm toward the structure which had grass growing up and over it.  Cammarry briskly marched around the odd structure and disappeared around its end.  It was angled upward, and about four meters high.  The grass sloped upward at about a sixty-degree angle, and Jerome noted it was terraced with small strips lying beneath the growing surface.  In some way it reminded him of the fungi which grew on the needle ship.  He followed Alizon’s gesture and walked around the end of the structure.  There, the ground was lower, having been dug out, and a set of three steps led downward.  The end of the saraj was a triangular wall made from some organic material, wood of some kind, Jerome thought, with a doorway cut into its center.  There was a small window above the door.  The wooden door was on antique-style hinges and was hanging open. 
 
    
 
   “Those are quite pretty,” Jerome said and pointed at some plants which were growing on either side of the doorway. The plants had a milky-blue colored flower, its petals delicate and about the size of a thumb nail.  They also had a waxy cuticle, pale purple leaves which hinted at green, and varied pattern on their one central, upright stock.
 
    
 
   “That they are.  The penstemon grows on the exposed or bare sand-hills. It is strong enough to resist the wind, and blowing sand that sometimes comes.  These were near my home, when the slave traders came and burned us out.  I brought the survivors here, so I can remember my parents and sisters.”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry to hear of your loss,” Jerome stated.  He felt responsible, somehow, for the slave rebellion, and did not know how to mention that to this man he had just met.  “The slave revolt caused much loss and grief.  I am sorry.”
 
    
 
   Alizon looked at Jerome for a moment.  Then he said softly, “All in this world have suffered.  Mine is mine to carry.  Yours is yours.  That beautiful woman’s is hers.  We must resist the urge to try to measure against one another’s.  Grief is subjective to each individual.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed, grief is subjective.  Grief may take care of itself, but to get the full value of some happiness, you must have someone to share it with,” Jerome said.  “Did Cammarry go inside?”
 
    
 
   “I do not see her out here, so I assume she did.”  Alizon waved his arm at the doorway.  He then placed a hand on Jerome’s shoulder.  “I do believe a problem shared, is a problem halved, but I would not pry into someone’s private affairs to divide it out.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome ignored the slight squeeze to his shoulder.  “So did you build this home?  This saraj?” Jerome asked as he walked into the structure.  The base of the triangular wall was about five meters or so, but it was hard to tell, as part of the structure was underground, and only the end was dug out completely.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, after my family was killed.  The first step is to peel back and save the sod.  That physical work was good for my spirit and helped me mourn. Then, I cut down the cottonwood trees, stripped them to shape, and made the frame.  My father taught me this method of building.  He would call this home a burdei, but my mother called this style home a saraj.  It took time to build.  Once the side walls were stacked against each other, and the main post hung and lashed lengthwise, I placed the sod back on.  Most of it has grown and recovered, and it will continue to get stronger as the roots intertwine.  Much like life, all things are intertwined, interconnected, dependent on each other.”  Alizon looked down and away for a moment.  “But you have not come here to speak of my home, or building methods, but to understand what force broke my ox’s leg.  Thankfully, this beautiful woman came along and helped my Haddie.”
 
    
 
   Inside of Alizon’s home, the wooden logs were easily seen in the slanted sidewalls.  There was also a table and four stools, all made from the same kind of roughhewn wood.  Light filtered in from the door, the window above it, and a larger window at the opposite end of the home.  The length of the interior was about ten meters.  A bed was at the far end, under the other window.  Shelves lined one wall, and a trapdoor was set into the floor.  Jerome saw no powered technology at all.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Jerome, what tricks did you bring to use?” Cammarry said.  “We never figured out the gravity sink holes in Beta, but maybe we can here.  The Conestoga sure does not need yet another failed habitat.”
 
    
 
   “I agree with you,” Jerome tried to put as much politeness into his voice as possible, but it was hard.  
 
    
 
   Alizon opened the trapdoor in the floor and lifted out a pitcher, and a box.  He set those on the table.  The box contained dried nuts, and the pitcher had cool water.  He poured out three glasses.  “Help yourselves to my refreshments.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome slid off the satchel and sat on the stool opposite Cammarry.  “Sandie designed some testing equipment, assessment instruments.”  Jerome started to unpack the satchel when he was interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome and Cammarry?  Forgive my interruption,” Sandie the AI said through the area audio speaker on the com-links.  “I have a priority message from Captain Eris.  I am linking it though now.”
 
    
 
   Twin beams of light shown out from the com-links, illuminating the interior of Alizon’s home as they built up two separate images.  They were each three-dimensional, but fairly clear and crisp.   
 
    
 
   “…and that is that.  It does not matter what you demand, sir. I will not leave the needle ship just to satisfy your whim,” Captain Eris was saying, but her voice was stressed and tightly controlled.
 
    
 
   “Young woman,” the other displayed image said.  Jerome recognized him as Colonel Harrison, but he was new to both Cammarry and Alizon.  “I think you fail to see the military implications of this incident.  Gamma’s destruction requires you to come to Zeta and conference with me, in person.  Now.  We cannot trust these transmission channels, no matter how many reassurances you give me.  I have essential intelligence reports about the Pinheads, and their operations.”  
 
    
 
   “And you sir, fail to understand that I am working for the best of the entire Colony Ship Conestoga, and you are under my jurisdiction.  To use the language you chose earlier, you are my subordinate, it is not the other way around.” Eris was as stern as Colonel Harrison, and perhaps a bit more so.  She glanced to the side.  “I see Sandie has made the connections I told you about.  Jerome, are you receiving this?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris,” Jerome said gently.    
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?” Cammarry choked out the words, but then felt Alizon’s calming hand on her shoulder.  That helped her more than she would have expected.  She considered the other person, and his grey haired crewcut, intense deep brown eyes, and obvious military-style, khaki colored uniform.  She quickly added, “I am here too.  I do not know this other man.”
 
    
 
   “I have no time for introductions,” Colonel Harrison stated rudely.  “Now is the time for action, and it must be in person.  Bring a shuttle down, and my systems will guide you to Zeta.”
 
    
 
   “I repeat; I will not personally come to Zeta.  I have already explained my reasons to you, repeatedly,” Eris stated.  “By your own admission, you lack shuttles, and you have no global surveillance capacities.  It was only because Gamma disintegrated, over the limited places in the airspace above you that you can observe, that you even knew of this disaster.”
 
    
 
   “The Pinheads tried to drop that habitat on our heads,” Colonel Harrison snapped back.  His face was surly, but he continued.  “I insist that you come here.  Our plans are too important to be shared over insecure lines.”
 
    
 
   Eris paused and prayed.  She was deeply frustrated and that showed on her face, yet she modulated her voice to be civil.  “Colonel Harrison, I have made connections here with two shuttle pilots.  You met Jerome before, and with us now is Cammarry.  You will make time for these introductions.  You can make your proposal to them, and see what they think.”
 
    
 
   “More of your subordinates?” Colonel Harrison’s words were not as politely intoned as were those spoken by Eris.  “Well, so be it. I am only receiving audio, and I do not trust these transmissions.  My proposal is that your Captain come to Zeta and personally discuss my plan to solve the Pinhead, what you call Crock, situation.  Since she refuses to come here, will either or both of you come to Zeta?  I will then personally fill you in on how we can end this conflict.  The Pinheads can and will be defeated.”
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke to Jerome and Cammarry privately.  “I have hidden your images because of the look of your location.  I have doubts that Colonel Harrison would take you seriously if he knew you were located in a saraj.  He already has many issues with Captain Eris.”
 
    
 
   “Sure, I will go,” Cammarry volunteered.  
 
    
 
   Jerome’s eyes nearly popped out of his head in surprise.  His mouth hung open, and no words came out.
 
    
 
   Alizon was more refined, but just as surprised.  “I have not known you long, but this is an astonishment to me.  May I ask why you want to leave?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached over and patted Alizon’s hand.  “You have been so sweet to me, but I am an adventurer.  I can easily pilot a shuttle.”
 
    
 
   Jerome found his voice, “I am willing to go as well.  But first we should run the tests on the gravity sink hole.”
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison’s face was stone hard, lacking any expression of emotion.  “Delays are not advisable.  Coming to Zeta is of uttermost importance.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, since I am going, I will need gear and equipment.  Jerome can come along as my co-pilot, if he wants to.  What gear will you allow me to have? Anything truly useful?  No, let me address our leader. Captain Eris?  What am I allowed to take with me?  Tools, supplies, weapons?”
 
    
 
   “I will accompany you, beautiful woman,” Alizon added.  
 
    
 
   “What kind of discipline do you have up there, Eris?” Colonel Harrison demanded.  “I can hear and see you, Captain, but your subordinates are just babbling voices in my ears.  Who was that last man, the complementary one?  Is he another pilot?  You claim to be short on pilots, yet here you have presented two, and some other man in the background.  What is happening?  I still prefer for you to come directly, not your underlings.”
 
    
 
   The display of Eris showed her maintaining her composure.  “Colonel Harrison, you respect security and confidentiality.  This system is only providing you audio for good reasons.  Must you question everything I do?”  She stared straight ahead, and it was obvious she was making eye contact with Colonel Harrison through the links she had established. 
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison broke eye contact first.  “When can your people come?  As you know, my dear captain, time is of the essence.”
 
    
 
   “I will send you word when my people decide,” Eris stated.  “End transmission.”
 
    
 
   The display showing Colonel Harrison shut down while he was trying to respond.  His words were clipped off.  
 
    
 
   Eris visibly relaxed.  “I can see all three of you, forgive me the stress of this conversation.  Sandie prevented Colonel Harrison from seeing…”
 
    
 
   Cammarry interrupted.  “Sandie said as much.  What gear am I allowed to take when I go to see this man in Zeta?  Shall I just whittle a fusion pack from some spare wood, or weave a Willie Blaster from grasses and vines?”
 
    
 
   Eris looked off screen at something.  “Sandie review this situation.  I have other matters to attend to.  Siva has found something in the engines which demands my attention.”  Before anyone could say anything, the image of Eris disappeared.
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke, “The automacube SA-381 is with you now, so there is no need for weapons.  Both your medical kits are still charged, and will have more than sufficient power for the journey to the hanger bay.  Prior to departure, you can quickly set up the monitoring and investigation devices around that gravity sink hole.  I can monitor their findings remotely.  I will have a two fusion packs sent to Swanson 6101, as well as a set of basic tools.  Jerome is carrying some food ration bars, but I will also include an additional supply of ration bars, and water containers.  They will be there in the hanger bay when you arrive.”
 
    
 
   “How generous,” Cammarry said.  “No weapons, and just simple tools a child could use.”
 
    
 
   “Bitterness imprisons life, and following the road of bitterness leads to even greater disappointment,” Jerome countered.  
 
    
 
   Alizon stepped in front of Cammarry.  His lips were a thin line.  “Each person travels his or her own road.  No one knows that path so well.  Passive, yet hostile, commentary is an act of aggression.  I suggest you refrain from more of those types of violence.”
 
    
 
   Jerome held up his hands.  “I was reciting a famous quote I had read.  I apologize.  It was not intended as verbal violence.”
 
    
 
   “Alizon, Jerome’s life story is often sprinkled with phrases and idioms, and nuggets of wisdom.” Her sarcasm was thick.  “Get used to it, if you are traveling with me.  I must admit, I really have not missed it over these past months.”  She stood up and walked out of the small house.  “So Sandie how do we get to Swanson 6101 from here?”
 
    
 
   Jerome came fumbling out of the saraj with his arms filled with the equipment which had been in his satchel.  He nearly stumbled over the threshold.  “Cammarry, we need to set up the instruments.”
 
    
 
   “So set them up already.” Cammarry gave a dismissive sweep of her arm.  
 
    
 
   Alizon stood next to her, and lightly rested his hand on her shoulder.  “If we are leaving, I will turn Haddie out.  She will not wander far, but needs room to run should wolves or other predators approach.  Or, I will wait here now, if that is your preference.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry patted his hand.  “Set Haddie free.  Someone needs freedom to roam.” 
 
    
 
   Alizon then walked around the opposite side of the saraj.
 
    
 
   Jerome climbed the three steps and headed toward the field with the gravity sink hole.  The red automacube had made a neat circular path in the soft dirt all the way around the phenomena.  It was still rolling as Jerome approached.  
 
    
 
   “I was set to guard this circular area.  There is nothing to report,” SA-381 stated in its very mechanical voice.  “I have been instructed to lead you to a new destination when you are ready.  Inform me when you are ready.”
 
    
 
   “A small group of determined people, fired by an unquenchable faith in their mission can alter the course of history.  Sometimes the journey teaches you a lot about the destination,” Jerome stated as he set down the instruments.  Unpacked, they were just bulky, rather than heavy.  
 
    
 
   “I am a security automacube.  Therefore, I would not know of such things,” SA-381 stated.  It stopped rolling around as Jerome set the instruments up around the circle it had packed into the ground.  The instruments were about twenty centimeters tall, and far thicker than a data stick.  As he set each of the six instruments into the ground, all equal distance around the circumference, a white light flashed on each one’s top.  As he set the final one, the lights on the top of all the instruments flashed rapidly and then turned blue color.  The blue glowed steadily.    
 
    
 
   Sandie then stated, “Well done Jerome.  I am picking up reading and information from this scanning network now in place around the gravity sink hole.  The instruments will also serve as a warning system for habitat animals.  I have the network set it to make a squawking noise if it detects any movement approaching it.  Insect life may be harmed, as the warning will not sound for beings with a mass less than thirty grams.”
 
    
 
   “That should be helpful.  If the Crocks approach, will they be able to harm these instruments, or tap into your capabilities in any way?”  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, our understanding of the technological sophistication of the Crocks is extremely limited,” Sandie replied on the private com-link.  “Should there be one of their metal vehicles in Alpha, and there is no evidence that anything like that is actually in Alpha, it could easily crush these instruments.  I will be monitoring these instruments, and watch for anything which approaches.  As to tapping into my capabilities, I conjecture that is a very low possibility, but not impossible.  We just do not know the Crock’s technical savvy or abilities.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked away and SA-381 followed him.  
 
    
 
   “Did you set up your little test-kit?” Cammarry said mockingly.  “Bunsen burners, magnifying lenses, and Tesla coils?”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, you are the one who notified us it was here.  Then, I came all…”  Jerome halted an angry retort which he really did not want to spew out. “I am sorry.  Shall we leave now?”
 
    
 
   “So is that red automacube our guide?  Oh how the wages of war will change things.  Alliances switch, enemies become buddies, and teammates become strangers.”  Cammarry stood next to Alizon who had just walked back from setting Haddie loose.  He had a rucksack over his shoulder.  
 
    
 
   “Those lights may warn Haddie, my ox, to stay away from here.  That is a good thing,” Alizon said. 
 
    
 
   “An auditory alarm will also sound should an animal or person approach it,” Jerome said.  “I think we are ready to depart.” 
 
    
 
   “Follow me to the transport tube system.  From there we will proceed to your destination,” SA-381 stated.  
 
    
 
   Alizon studied the machine as it turned in place, the left three drive wheels spinning one direction, while the right set spun the opposite direction.  “My, oh my, the machines I have encountered since meeting this beautiful woman.”
 
    
 
   “Hush now, Alizon.  Let us walk in quiet as we proceed.”  Cammarry was thinking about the last time she had ridden on a transport with Jerome.  He had been her loyal partner then, and been injured in the crash landing.  She remembered her deep feelings, anxieties, and worries for him then.  As she looked at him now, none of those feelings were there.  In their place as an emptiness as heavy as a gravity sink hole.  
 
    
 
   The automacube rolled ahead, following exactly the route it had taken when it arrived.  Jerome followed it, with Cammarry and Alizon walking side-by-side behind him.
 
    
 
   As they walked, each considered his or her own thoughts, but spoke very little.  The times passed as they stepped along.  When the automacube reached the ramp door, Jerome expected SB Sherman to speak, and had been dreading the possible responses Cammarry might make.  However, there were no verbal utterances from the ramp door.  It just opened with a slight mechanical hum from the huge pistons.  
 
    
 
   “I have been past this location numerous times, and did not know that marvel was there.  These mechanical wonders continue to astonish,” Alizon stated.  
 
    
 
   “I could not have recognized it either, from the outside,” Jerome said cordially.  “This was all new to me when I came this way.”  
 
    
 
   “Stop trying to ingratiate yourself.  Go and curry favor from the roustabouts.  You are good at that,” Cammarry snapped at Jerome.  “Right, dad?”  
 
    
 
   Jerome turned away from Cammarry.  When he looked back, only Alizon was watching at him.  He eyed Alizon but was unable to read what was on the man’s mind.  Their gazes met, but Jerome was unclear what emotions were there.  Cammarry had already descended the ramp.  Alizon turned and followed, with Jerome coming last.  Once down the ramp, the door closed behind them.
 
    
 
   Alizon walked up to the huge window and peered out.  “From the edge of the cliff, the view is different.  I never suspected this place was here.” 
 
    
 
   “It is impressive,” Jerome added.
 
    
 
   Cammarry sulked away. 
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Cammarry?  I had the items which you need sent to this location, rather than to Swanson 6101.  I wanted you to have them sooner, rather than later,” Sandie informed them.  “They are waiting on the gravity conduit pedestal.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry perked up and walked over to the corner where there was another satchel resting just above the opening to the conduit.  This one was a yellow color.  She looked inside and then roughly dumped it all out on the cushioned pad atop the gravity conduit.  She found two fusion packs, two tool kits, two stacks of food ration bars, and three empty water containers.  She quickly opened the tool kits and discovered hand tools, and a molecular torch in each one.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I guess I can be trusted with some power tools now.  Still no weapons, but the molecular torch is much more versatile than a vibration saw.”  Cammarry took half of the supplies, and two water containers, and placed them back into the yellow satchel.  “Now, where do I fill this with water?  And what kind of place is this?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “There is a lavatory behind the door which is opening.  This is the Distal Weather Monitor.  It is the control pivot for meteorological effects between the two sections of Alpha.  You can each fill your water containers in the lavatory.  The other sections, the control room, and places beyond that are restricted.”
 
    
 
   A door in the side wall, which previously was hidden slid open.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked into the lavatory.  Jerome gathered up the equipment and reshuffled his gear into his blue satchel.  He waited until Cammarry had exited to enter.
 
    
 
   “Alizon, here is a water supply for you,” Cammarry handed a container to him.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  Remarkable things are here.”  Alizon looked back out the window again, but then turned to Cammarry.  “None of these marvels compares to you, beautiful woman.  I am here to assist you.”  He packed the water away.  
 
    
 
   Jerome emerged from the lavatory and the door slid shut behind him.  He turned around and tried to find where the door had sealed into the wall, but the seam was so tight and small it was nearly invisible.
 
    
 
   “It often seems the nature of the Conestoga is to be abstract, hidden in plain sight, or nowhere at all.  But perhaps it was not always so?” Jerome muttered more to himself than anyone else.   
 
    
 
   The red automacube placed its manipulation arm up and inserted the tip into the access port.  The portal hatch for the transport opened.  
 
    
 
   Alizon gasped, as a different voice came from the vehicle which was revealed.
 
    
 
   SB Vamzdis reported, “This vehicle is now programmed for passage to Swanson 6101.  That section of the tube system is only marginally operational.  Please secure yourselves.  We shall depart when you are seated and restrained.”
 
    
 
   “Alizon, come in and sit down.  I will show you how to use the restraints.  I would hate to see you get thrown around the vehicle in some crash landing.  No one wants you to get broken bones.”
 
    
 
   Jerome flinched.  His face grimaced as he again remembered the rough ride he had endured, but even more painful was the sting of Cammarry’s words.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry showed Alizon to a seat and strapped him in.  She then sat next to him and secured herself in place.  
 
    
 
   The red automacube rolled into the vehicle and locked its wheels into place on parts of the floor which were designed for that purpose.  
 
    
 
   Jerome wondered if what he was doing was going to turn out okay, but thought about his children.  That strengthened him and he took a seat opposite where Alizon and Cammarry were seated.  
 
    
 
   “Take us to the hanger bay,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   “Transport commencing,” SB Vamzdis announced.  
 
    
 
   There were a series of clicks, clacks, and a slight bump as the vehicle moved away from the hub.  It slipped neatly into the transport tube and with a smooth motion set off.  
 
    
 
   Alizon’s eyes grew wide as he felt the movements.  Cammarry reached over and grabbed his hand and gently squeezed it.
 
    
 
   “Alizon, I am glad you came with me.” Cammarry glanced briefly at Jerome, then turned back to Alizon. “It is good to be with someone I can trust.  Do not worry about all this new technology, I will teach you everything you need to know.”
 
    
 
   “There will be much for me to learn. For example, those disembodied voices, like the one called Sandie, and this once in this wagon, are they machines speaking, or people at a great distance away using machines ot project their voices?” Alizon asked.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry patted his shoulder, then rubbed it with a soothing caress.  She then rested her head down against it.  “The voices might be either a machine or a person, but do not fret.  Worry not about that, for now.  I am here with you, and will not abandon you to some fearful entity.  Just ride in quiet and peace, next to me.  I will explain it all later when we are alone.  I also want to hear your whole story.  Where you originated? How you survived in the wilderness? What are your future plans, and how do I fit in them?  But all that must wait until we are alone.  Thank you again for coming with me.  I admire your loyalty and nobleness.”
 
    
 
   Alizon nodded, and held her hand tenderly as the vehicle moved along.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was stricken again by the changes in Cammarry.  Not only had she lost weight, but she seemed almost like a different person.  He wondered how much responsibility he had for that.  Monika, and his sons were never far from his mind, and he smiled slightly as he closed his eyes and remembered the touch of his babies as they grabbed at his face.  Their smell, even when soiled, reminded him of how much they were dependent on him and on Monika.   Then he thought again of Cammarry and how they had only had each other from the moment they climbed into the FTL scout ship and were slung up and away from Dome 17. ‘Did I betray Cammarry?’ he asked himself over and over.  “Did I disappoint her?’ and “I must have really hurt her.’  Then an answer came, but it was another question which haunted his mind.  ‘If I did betray Cammarry, was I responsible for her actions after that?’ The thoughts, ideas, and ‘what if?’ possibilities raced through his mind like a ricochet ball smacked as hard as possible.  Bouncing from angle to angle, never quite scoring a goal, and yet flying from here to there and back again.  Jerome rested his head back against the wall of the vehicle, and the slight vibrations of its travel lulled him a bit.  He flexed his fingers and hands rhythmically which only incompletely comforted the storm of his emotions.
 
    
 
   Time passed. 
 
    
 
   “There will be some instabilities and rough travel as we pass from one tube section into another,” SB Vamzdis stated.  “In order to reach the new destination, I must shunt this vehicle around a damaged section.  Please forgive the uncomfortable jouncing which you may experience.”
 
    
 
   “How much longer until we get there?” Jerome asked.  He looked across the vehicle and saw that Cammarry was asleep with Alizon’s arm around her.  He was thankful she was resting, but hoped his question did not disturb her.
 
    
 
   “Estimated time of arrival at Swanson 6101 is fourteen more minutes,” SB Vamzdis replied.  “Forgive the slow progress, but repairs are still underway to many sections of the tube transport system.”
 
    
 
   The bumps were more than a minor hindrance as the vehicle bucked up and down, then rocked side to side.  There was a complete halt, followed by a backward motion and a series of small, but firm bumps.  Jerome saw that Cammarry had awakened, and Alizon was holding her.  She was more steady than he was, from the look in their eyes, and she was murmuring words to him, which Jerome could not hear.  Again Jerome was reminded of when they had crash landed in a similar kind of vehicle.  Then the vehicle glided smoothly along again.
 
    
 
   “We are approaching the destination. Please remain restrained until the vehicle comes to a complete stop.  You will be exiting at the transport hub which is located one hundred meters from Swanson 6101.  The automacube will guide you the rest of the way,” SB Vamzdis stated. 
 
    
 
   The vehicle came to a halt, then backed up.  There were some clacking and grinding sounds as the vehicle locked into position.  The rear hatch then sprung open with a surprisingly quick motion. 
 
    
 
   “Follow me,” SA-381 stated as it unlocked its wheels and rolled out the rear hatch.  
 
    
 
   The three people followed, with Jerome taking the end position.  The terminal hub was well lit and had nine portal hatches.  Only the number five one, where they were exiting, had green lights above it.  The others all had either red lights, or no lighting at all on their indicator gauges.  
 
    
 
   As the automacube rolled up to the pressure door, it opened, revealing the hallway beyond.  Jerome expected that SB Sherman might say something, but again the egress monitoring synthetic brain did not comment.  It either was deliberately being silent, or was not linked or coupled to this door.  Jerome could not decide which he preferred.  
 
    
 
   The hallway had a sign with indicating arrows.  Pointing to the left was ‘Rooms 6000-6100 and Swanson 6101’ while pointing the other direction was the label, ‘Rooms 6200-6300.’  The automacube turned left and rolled along toward the hanger bay.
 
    
 
   They walked in silence, which was broken by Captain Eris transmitting via the com-links.  It came in as audio only. 
 
    
 
   “Jerome and Cammarry?  There is another phenomenon, a gravity sink hole, in Swanson 6101.  I have had Sandie send another set of instruments to the gravity conduit nearby the hanger bay.  Please be advised that the location is where I encountered the Ferryman when I was there previously.  It is in room 6009, which is called the ‘Beer Garden Cabaret.’  It was once a tavern of sorts.”  Eris paused slightly.  Her voice quivered a bit.  “There were people killed in that location.  I have ordered the automacube to secure it prior to you entering.”
 
    
 
   “If I was allowed some weapon I could defend myself,” Cammarry snapped back.  “But instead you trust a red automacube, more than you trust me.  How very wise, dear captain.  How many slaves did the red automacubes kill?  How many?”
 
    
 
   Eris could be heard blowing out her breath.  “SA-381 has been reset and repurposed, for proper security use.  It is not controlled by the slave traders any longer.  I have sent it along for your own protection.”
 
    
 
   “But you did not come to this place yourself, right?  What are you hiding?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   Alizon put his hand on her shoulder and she settled down a bit.
 
    
 
   Ignoring Cammarry’s outburst, Jerome asked, “Captain Eris, when did this second gravity sink hole develop?”
 
    
 
   “It was the first to develop, I believe.  It is near to where the gravity conduit runs for the hang bay, so that was why I diverted this parcel to that other room.”  Eris’ words were loaded with emotions.  “The instruments are arriving soon, or should be there.  I do not believe any humans are in that room, 6009, but I am not certain.”
 
    
 
   “That Ferryman group used dampening field devices before, so maybe they are doing that again?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is a possibility.” Eris sounded distracted and stressed.
 
    
 
   SA-381 rolled toward the double set of doors, green and yellow in color, which were marked with a large 6009. They were set into a corner where the corridor branched off.  As it approached those pressure doors, they remained closed. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked up to the nine-section color control pad, passing several grilles which were blowing out streams of air, and saw the control pad was illuminated.  She tapped in an override code she remembered.  The doors failed to open.  
 
    
 
   “Well, nuts to waiting.”  Cammarry had her satchel open and the molecular torch in hand before anyone could interfere.  She turned on a deep cutting blade and jammed it against the door.  The permalloy parted quickly with some splashing down in globs to the floor.  Cammarry kicked the door in.  
 
    
 
   SA-381 rushed past Cammarry, knocking her to the side.  
 
    
 
   Blam.  Blam.
 
    
 
   Shots came from somewhere inside 6009.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry stood up and leaped toward the doorway, but Alizon tackled her and dragged her down, placing himself over her.  
 
    
 
   Jerome squatted down against the side wall of the corridor.  He tapped the com-link.  “Sandie?  Anyone?  What is happening?”  He felt vulnerable and naked being unarmed.  The weapon’s fire was loud and echoing from the room.  Lights shown out from the cut out door, but from where he squatted he could see nothing. 
 
    
 
   Blam.  Blam.  Blam.  
 
    
 
   More shots rang out.  Alizon held Cammarry down, against her struggling.  “Beautiful woman.  Please stay here until that machine and the fighting stops.”
 
    
 
   Piff.  
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jerome was flabbergasted to hear the sound of a Willie Blaster being discharged in the room.  He squat-walked up to the door and peered inside.  
 
    
 
   Old-fashioned door on hinges was swing in the one wall.  He got just a glimpse of some figure moving away rapidly.  The security automacube was on its side, one drive wheel spinning, the other missing.  Jerome saw no other people in the room, but there were tables and chairs stacked along one wall.  He stood up and darted into the room. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry pushed out from under Alizon and also entered the room, her would-be protector following close behind.  
 
    
 
   The walls of the room were covered with old-fashioned items and antiques.  Posters, photographs, artwork, and items hung as decorations were scattered about. All of them had a common theme of being things, or images, or pictures of equipment, cities, buildings, or people from before the Great Event.  Jerome recognized some places he had read about.  
 
    
 
   There was a raised platform, about a step high, upon which were many items of technology.  All three of them looked around, but despite a close inspection, they could see no people.  
 
    
 
   Jerome walked over to the destroyed automacube and saw that its internal fluids were running out holes which had been punched by some high-speed projectile.  “It was a Willie Blaster, set on its lowest power.”
 
    
 
   “Great.  Someone else gets weapons, my weapons, but I do not.”  Cammarry dashed back to where the old-style door had stopped swinging.  Without a thought she barged through it.  Alizon was following close behind.  Cammarry yelled out, “Where are you?  Come and get me!”  But no one was in the other room.  Just several mattresses on the floor and a door which led to a separate hallway and stairs.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, try switching the intercom to channel 9,” Eris said through a private link to him.
 
    
 
   He saw the dials she meant and switched the intercom on.  There was only static.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry came back into the nightclub area.  Her face was red with rage.  She was pressing hard against the com-link.  “Who have you allowed to use my Willie Blaster?  I want an answer now!”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “The only two Willie Blasters were both deactivated.  The only others weapons like that were made by Willie for the other adventurers going to other colony ships.”
 
    
 
   “You are not seriously suggesting that someone else from Dome 17 came here, are you?” Cammarry recoiled at the thought.  “Seven FTL scouts to seven different colony ships, only I came to the Conestoga.  Not to mention that Cosmic Crinkle which threw us something like seventeen hundred light years away.  So are you lying, or what?”
 
    
 
   “I too want to know what just happened,” Jerome added.  “The damage to this automacube looks like the same type inflicted by a Willie Blaster, but I trust Sandie’s comment about both of them being deactivated.  I know mine was.”
 
    
 
   “I have no idea where mine even is,” Cammarry said with contempt, although she was thinking it was on the shelf in the Ranger Outlook.  She wondered if someone had stolen it while she was gone and found a way to reactivate it.  However, she also doubted what Sandie was reporting. 
 
    
 
   “Mine is secure with Monika,” Jerome commented and then immediately regretted bringing up her name.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry glared at him.  “Would she be shooting at us?  Perhaps a lover’s quarrel?  Some domestic violence?  A feud between an old married couple?  Did she find out how unreliable…”
 
    
 
   Alizon stepped up and interrupted.  “Dear beautiful woman, there has been enough violence here.  Anger is like a burning coal.  When you hold it tightly to your own breast, it burns only you.  Let go of the anger and it will cool off and no one gets hurt.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at him.  “You almost sounded like Jerome there for a moment, but you are loyal and true.  I do not know what happened here, and that machine did give its life for us.”  She looked to Jerome and held up a scolding finger.  “Do not say another word.  We need to go to that hanger bay and secure a shuttle.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked away, heading out the door and into the hallway. In her mind she was thinking, ‘I will just talk to that Colonel Harrison.  If he is some military-type leader, he will appreciate my need to have a weapon to defend myself.’ Alizon followed her.  
 
    
 
   After they got a suitable distance away, so that Jerome doubted they could hear him, he spoke.  “Sandie, could someone have made a weapon like the Willie Blaster?  We did have that one data stick which seemed to have been repaired, and was lost.  I was able to crack information from a data stick.  Could someone have done that as well?  Perhaps I am just grasping at hay, but it is an idea.”
 
    
 
   “Grasping at straws is the suitable idiom, I believe,” Sandie replied.  “I checked with SB Bodowa and it refuses to make weapons.  It also reports that of the items it has reproduced or fabricated, there are insufficient parts to manufacture a Willie Blaster style weapon.  However, that does not preclude one from being made.  That data stick which is missing does contain all the schematics and designs.  It is conceivable that someone with proper engineering skills might be able to hand-make a simpler version of that weapon.”
 
    
 
   “Could Captain Eris do it?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “She has the skills, but she has not done that,” Sandie replied.  “Of that I am certain.”
 
    
 
   “The Ferryman?” 
 
    
 
   “That is possible.  We have seen industrial skills used in dampening fields, as well as other technological areas,” Sandie answered.  “Please do not forget to recover the satchel of implements to research this other gravity sink hole.  The readings coming in from the one at Alizon’s farm are fascinating.  I am collating the data, but have no firm conclusions yet.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome walked to the pedestal where the gravity conduit was located.  He had to move several tables to clear a path to it.  Then he had to turn on the platform. The lights on the pedestal cycled through a series of flashes and then the top dilated open.  Slowly and gently the satchel ascended out of the conduit.  The top cinched shut and the satchel rested on the cushion.  Jerome picked it up and slung it over his shoulder, then marched away, following after Cammarry and Alizon.
 
    
 
   Down the hall, Jerome saw Alizon and Cammarry ambling along.  He wondered what was ahead, especially in light of the destruction of the security automacube, but tried to focus on the surroundings.  Laboratories, schoolrooms, and a lecture hall were along one side.  Various other rooms, many which looked like supply storage areas, were on the other.  There was more dust here than he expected, and from the patterns of it, it looked like few of the doors had been opened recently.  None of the nine-section color pads were illuminated.
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Alizon were standing by the bulkhead door which was labeled, ‘Swanson 6101: Hanger Bay’ in vivid green lettering.  That door looked to have had several different things done to it.  There was some obvious damage, but also some welding and repair work. 
 
    
 
   “Someone with a vibration saw was here before I got here.  I thought I would wait for you before we proceeded into the hanger bay.  I do not trust just entering somewhere on the advice of Sandie, or anyone else anymore,” Cammarry said.  She was flooded with memories, but refused to share them with Jerome.  ‘Not like he would care, even if I did talk to him.’ She thought to herself. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Is it safe behind this door?” Jerome asked.  He had considered calling out for SB Sherman, but again he hesitated.  SB Sherman did not respond from every undamaged door, and this was not even an undamaged door.  Jerome had serious doubts about how Cammarry would respond if SB Sherman spoke.  She already had significant trouble with Sandie who was from Dome 17, and the rest of the synthetic brains were from the Conestoga.  Jerome thought that Cammarry would respond even less well to them.
 
    
 
   “The environment in Swanson 6101 is safe,” Sandie responded.  
 
    
 
   “You said there was a gravity sink hole in that place,” Cammarry snapped. “How can it be safe if a gravity sink hole is inside there?”
 
    
 
   “I am monitoring all relevant factors: temperature, atmosphere, pressures, and gravity.  Except for a small fluctuation, which is located in the locker room area, everything is safe,” Sandie responded.  
 
    
 
   “So you say,” Cammarry snidely replied. “Go ahead Jerome, just go in and check.”
 
    
 
   “I will.” Jerome took out his new fusion pack and placed the access cable into a port near the door.  
 
    
 
   Across the hall from the door there was a dark passageway which led off at an angle.  Lights came on in one of those walls, showing a directory of the decks around the hanger bay.  A marker sign on the hall indicated places named, ‘Lavatory’ and ‘Decks 1-34B’ and ‘Library’ and ‘Treadle Supplementary Support’ and ‘Cargo Lifts’ and ‘Communication Center’ and ‘Machine Maintenance Outlet’.  However, the bulkhead door itself did not illuminate, nor change in any observable way.  
 
    
 
   Jerome reached for the bulkhead door when Captain Eris’ voice came on through his com-link on a private channel.  “I repaired that door when I was there before.  It can open using the manual switch.  Trust me, it is safe inside, as far as we can tell.  I ordered three engineering automacubes to retrieve NS-99 from its perch on that derrick outside the exterior repair station.  They were able to get it here for your use.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks,” Jerome muttered lowly.  
 
    
 
   “For what? Letting you go first?” Cammarry laughed a mirthless chuckle.   
 
    
 
   Jerome ignored her comments and listen to Eris on the private channel.  “Those engineering automacubes have also been working to renovate the hanger bay.  I am sorry, but urgent things are happening with Siva and the engines,” Eris commented and then shut down the link.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Jerome answered, but was fairly certain Eris had not heard.  He wondered what was happening, but focused on his own predicament.  There was more than enough emotional stress connected with coming to Swanson 6101 already.  He could not carry the burden of all the world.  “Unlike, Atlas, I can shrug off some worries, and allow other people to share the burden.  Atlas shrugging, what a great idea, then everyone benefits.”
 
    
 
   “That makes absolutely no sense, even for one of your old mangled quotes,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked around. He activated the door and it slid back into its pocket.  Swanson 6101 was well-lit, and familiar.  The observation deck was as he remembered.  The large display on the back wall was there, but was posting no messages.  He looked out over the stalls. Two runabout shuttles were precisely parked in a single stall at the end of the hanger bay.  It looked like they had been repositioned recently.  He did not want to remember much about them.  They looked tightly parked, but intact.  Other shuttles, of various types, including the engineering tug, were parked and neatly arranged, in the other stalls.
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled broadly.  NS-99, a Model 14S, was sitting at the far end, locked down in the last stall. The shuttle was boxy-shaped, dull white in color with maroon trim, and a label painted near its nose, NS-99.  That shuttle was a welcome sight to Jerome.  It was like seeing a good friend again after a long absence.  
 
    
 
   “Faithful Lightning, there you are,” Jerome said and walked across the hanger bay toward NS-99.  
 
    
 
   “Well, it looks safe,” Cammarry said as she walked in.  She darted her looks from side to side.  “No Carter the Kidnapper, this time.” She mumbled.  Alizon reached out and took her hand and squeezed it reassuringly.  His eyes were spread wide in wonder as he took in the mechanical marvels which were the shuttles, and all the hanger bay accoutrements.  
 
    
 
   “Never have I seen so much in so short a time,” Alizon stated.  “I knew a power-driven, mechanized world existed around nature, but this is more than I ever imagined.”
 
    
 
   “This place is not some wonderland, despite the clean-up that has obviously taken place here,” Cammarry stated.  She glanced at the observation deck, a place she did not want to step into, and then back to the shuttles.  Her heart was pounding in her chest, and in her ears.  Her breathing was rapid.  She gripped Alizon’s hand tightly, and did not want to let go.  She tried not to think of all that had happened in that hanger bay.  Her memories were overwhelming, scary, and disconcerting.  With her other hand, she patted her own belt, looking for her Willie Blaster, but it was missing.  Had it not been for Alizon, she would never have been able to enter the hanger bay again.  “We need to get the work here done and leave, soon.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, beautiful woman.  How can I help?” Alizon asked.
 
    
 
   “Just be here.”  
 
    
 
   She turned her brown twinkling eyes to him.  He stared back with his dark blue ones, and he nodded his head.  “Never will I leave you.  Never will I forsake you.”  
 
    
 
   They turned toward the shuttles.  Cammarry gestured.  “We will fly in one of these.  Not those tiny ones, but probably that one at the end.  The one he is walking toward.  It is the most advanced and Sandie has modified it to function better.  Well, for whatever that is worth.”
 
    
 
   The rear hatch of NS-99 was open, as was the side door. The cabin, with its two command seats and four passenger seats, sat vacant.  Lights were lit up on the display screen on the cockpit. It looked clean, fresh, and ready to go.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry,” Sandie stated privately through the com-link.  “I know this must be an emotionally tumultuous time for you, being here.  I have Doctor Chambers’ simulation ready if…”
 
    
 
   “Just shut up. Let me do this mission,” Cammarry snapped back.  “You are almost as annoying as Shadow was.  I can hardly believe I trusted you once.”
 
    
 
   Sandie remained quiet, but was thankful Cammarry had not shut down the com-link.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was the first to see the locker.  He was about to step into NS-99 when he spotted the damaged locker.  It was set along the side of the hanger bay, in a row of lockers.  Its door was crumpled, from forces pulling at it from within.  He slowly walked over to it.  
 
    
 
   “So that is the other gravity sink hole.  Has it progressed?  Moved?  Or changed in any way since it was detected?  How was it found?” Jerome asked his questions in a barrage of words.  
 
    
 
   Sandie answered, “During maintenance an engineering automacube noted the damaged door.  Upon inspection, the gravity sink hole was revealed.  It has not changed in diameter since then, but the instruments to monitor it were limited until now.  Please establish a parameter of instruments like you did for the other one.  A second network of sensors will help me test some theories.”
 
    
 
   “Odd that it seems confined to one small locker,” Jerome stated as walked over.  “The adjacent lockers are intact, and look unaffected.”  He opened the satchel and unpacked the instruments.  “Sandie?  Did the hanger bay cycle while the gravity sink hole was here?  Will it be safe to fly a shuttle from here?”
 
    
 
   “The hanger bay did cycle, once, after this gravity sink hole was detected.  That was when NS-99 was brought inside, carried by the automacubes.  That operation showed to adverse outcomes,” Sandie responded.  
 
    
 
   Jerome set up the instruments, one by one, setting them down on the deck.  The light on top came on as they were activated.  He could only make a half circle around the locker, as the hanger bay’s wall prevented him lining them up all the way around.  When he activated the final instrument, its light on top flashed white and then all the instruments flashed several times and began to glow a steady blue.
 
    
 
   “I am receiving readings,” Sandie reported.  “This is remarkable.  The readings here are exactly the same as those on Alizon’s farm.  There seems to be a connection of some kind between these two gravity sink holes.  It will take time to collate and assess what is happening.”
 
    
 
   “So in the meantime, can we get on our way to Zeta?  We came here as pilots, right?” Cammarry stated.  In her mind she added, ‘I am so ready to say goodbye to this hanger bay.’  She turned and walked over to NS-99 and climbed in.  Alizon, who was still holding her hand, followed after her.  He only let go as she showed him to one of the passenger seats.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Is NS-99 prepped and ready?” Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   Sandie answered via a private channel.  “Yes, and thank you for setting up the instruments.  Both sets of instruments are providing valuable information.  The set by Alizon’s farm is also functioning well as a deterrent to wildlife getting injured.  A herd of Bukhara deer, Cervus elaphus bactrianus, approached moments ago.  They were warned off by the audio alarms.  I am also working in concert with the lattice of compeers here, but have refrained from allowing any of them to verbalize communication with you or Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea.  Thank you,” Jerome responded.  He dropped his voice to a mere whisper.  “Please let Monika know what is happening.  I would love to speak to her…”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s voice came from NS-99.  “I am waiting.  Shall we leave now?”
 
    
 
   “Coming Cammarry.”  Jerome jogged over to the shuttle and climbed inside.  
 
    
 
   He took the seat next to Cammarry, and that felt very awkward.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry activated several controls on the dashboard, and the rear door and side door slowly closed.  “Alizon, this entire room will go through a cycle, with many bizarre noises, sights, and sounds.  Your weight may be lost, although it looks on the displays here like gravity manipulation may happen in the shuttle.  Anyway, that entire wall, the one with the stripes, will fold back and open up.  That is a normal thing.  This vehicle will then proceed to exit.  Be prepared, for this mechanized wonderland you have just seen, is nothing compared to the bizarre planet Zalia you are about to see.  It is an alien, foreign, and utterly strange world.  But I will get us to the other habitat.  It is called Zeta.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you, beautiful woman.  Your explanation eases my concerns, but remember I am here to help you,” Alizon added.  His hands were folded on top of his lap, over the restraints which held him in place.  
 
    
 
   “You I trust, Alizon.  Do not give me a reason to regret that,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, we are ready to depart,” Jerome added.  
 
    
 
   The hanger bay cycle began.  NS-99 was ready to ascend out of Swanson 6101.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   7 trying teleportation
 
    
 
    
 
   While NS-99 flew toward Zeta habitat, Eris was busy.  Siva asked frequent questions about the main drive engines, and Eris wanted to be there with him in the assessments, evaluations, and repairs he was doing, but she was also needed in the building of the new command bridge.  It was happening as quickly as the automacubes and the few skilled humans could make it occur, but construction was not the only issue.  
 
    
 
   The loss of Gamma weighed heavily on Eris mind.  
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka, was there nothing we could do to prevent Gamma’s launch?” Eris asked yet again.  “Run every scenario the lattice of compeers can envision.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris, the lattice has computed that there was no way for them to override the systems in Gamma from a remote location,” SB Pinaka answered for the group.  “However, the artificial intelligence Sandie may have had additional potentialities.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know.  But Sandie was hesitant to force a solution on Gamma,” Eris stated.  
 
    
 
   “Or Sandie knew Gamma would perish and did not care,” Shadow stated to Eris and only she heard.  “Sandie is not part of the Shadow Clearance Level.  Is Sandie fully committed to Project Ascension?”
 
    
 
   Eris knew better than to debate with Shadow and sought to ignore the promptings from that implant.  Instead she clicked open a private link directly to Sandie.  “Sandie, did Jerome, Cammarry and Alizon depart Alpha?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris.  I estimate their time of arrival at Zeta as six hours, fourteen minutes from now, depending upon weather and atmospheric conditions.”
 
    
 
   “I wish we had other pilots we could send, or that that Colonel Harrison would just work with me.  Any thoughts on what will happen when they get there?” 
 
    
 
   “I am running conjectures.  Right now the most probable scenario is conjectured to be that Colonel Harrison is overly fearful and hyper-protective of his ideas.  The voice-stress analysis shows he suffers from at least mild paranoia, or post-traumatic stress.  It would be consistent with someone in an active combat situation, or some who thinks he is.  My simulation of Doctor Chambers has not been able to make an exact determination.  There is a sixty-nine percent chance of a successful exchange of information between our mission team and Colonel Harrison.”
 
    
 
   “Those odds are not as good as I would like.  Can you probe deeper into Zeta?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have the capability, but I have not penetrated into the network on Zeta for fear of pushing him from being highly sensitive and suspicious into a full paranoid delusion.  I am trying to get Jerome and Cammarry to consult with the simulation of Doctor Chambers to prepare them for this meeting.  Jerome has agreed to a private counseling session, but Cammarry is refusing.  They are taking turns piloting NS-99.  Neither wishes to relinquish control of the flight.  While Jerome is piloting, Cammarry has been in quiet conversation with the farmer Alizon, and her biometric readings are showing that that is having a positive physiological influence on her.”   
 
    
 
   “So we have some additional time before they reach Zeta,” Eris said and rubbed her forehead.  “Did you confirm those computations I did for Siva?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, I just finished those calculations on the needle ship’s main engines, after comparing them to the latest information from the engineering automacubes.  Those are all loaded into your conservation slate.  Siva’s repairs are slowly making progress.  He asks that you personally talk him through the injector realignments on the aft driver network.  The ionization and neutrino adjustments are a bit beyond his abilities.  I have tried describing the process, but as you know he is in a spacesuit and it lacks precision visual feedback.  My technical nomenclature and his human description of items do not mesh as well as either of us would like.  Additionally, he has more trust in you.”
 
    
 
   “I understand,” Eris stated.  She prayed for guidance as she had to personally handle that situation, again.  “Spacesuit?”  Eris muttered. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris.  Siva has been in a spacesuit doing those engine repairs…” Sandie began.  
 
    
 
   “No, sorry.  I was just thinking.  SB Pinaka?  That locker in Alpha where the gravity sink hole is located, is it near where I took off my spacesuit when I docked there?” Eris placed her hands together and steepled her fingers.  “Could it be?  Really?  Check the logs for where I left the spacesuit in Swanson 6101.”
 
    
 
   “I will consult the logs,” SB Pinaka answered.  “I will have the answer momentarily.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, while the lattice of compeers checks that, what have we found from the other habitats?” Eris asked.  She was exhausted, but she was continuing on. 
 
    
 
   “There is still no human response from Habitat Eta.  I am probing for responsive synthetic brains or artificial intelligences, but none have been found in Eta so far.  Habitat Theta has also had no human response, but there are two synthetic brains which I am working to reactivate.  They were intact, but disconnected from power.  It is a slow, warm-up process, to get them regenerated enough for use.  The initial assessment of both Eta and Theta show more structural damage than I expected, but not to the level of Delta.  Reading are still being collated.”
 
    
 
   “And there really are no synthetic brains or artificial intelligences in all of Epsilon?” Eris asked.  It was hard for her to imagine a functional habitat without SBs or AIs.  
 
    
 
   “Epsilon is unusual in that there is no functional nonphysicality.  There is not even a sense of the old idea of cyberspace, the precursor to nonphysicality.  Each computer, their term, on Epsilon is a stand-alone unit.  I have been in discussion with Professor Dandelo.  In fact, right now he is signaling a desire to continue our conversation.  Do you want to be part of that, Captain Eris?”
 
    
 
   “No.  I will contact Siva and work with him on those alignments.  Please take whatever action with Epsilon you think is best.  To my human mind, I can think of no way to boost it out of that thick muck they sank into, anyway.  Your idea of having them build a teleporter to send the people and sleepers up to the needle ship is the only viable option they have.”
 
    
 
   “It was actually a re-working of Brink’s idea for the recovery of a colony ship, only on a much smaller range, with a larger population.  I will let you know what Professor Dandelo and his Science Consistory decide,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   Sandie then made the connections to Professor Dandelo in Epsilon.
 
    
 
   The scientist answered the connection.  “Oh, that machine Sandie. Are you connecting me to Captain Eris?”
 
    
 
   “No Professor Dandelo, I am not,” Sandie stated.  “I wanted to see how your progress was coming.  I had all the relevant data about our uses of teleportation transmitted to your computer, along with the general concepts and fundamentals of its operation.  Do you have any questions?”
 
    
 
   “Oh my, an inquisitive one you are.  Did your builders program an algorithm for that?  An interesting thought experiment, how would I make a computer appear to be curious?”  
 
    
 
   “Professor Dandelo, I not only appear to be curious, I am curious.  How are you doing?  My plan for Epsilon involves you building a sending pad.  Our receiving pad here on the needle ship was designed to accommodate fifteen hundred people.  Since you have a population of five thousand, that should only mean a few trips once your sending pad is built.  Of course, the suspended animation people will take greater amounts of time for transition, but you should have plenty of time to transport them to your sending unit.  We are working on refurbishing a section of the needle ship to accommodate those people in suspended animation.  I have yet to receive the final numbers of how many people you have in cocoons there in Epsilon.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie,” Professor Dandelo said.  His voice was smooth.  His lips grinned a bit under his thin mustache.  He rubbed his hair back and patted it into place.  “These communications we have, a man speaking to a machine, remind me of the early communication device called a telephone.  Do you know of it?  Oh, of course you do, how truly silly of me to ask.  You see, my dear, I can only hear your voice.  You almost sound like a living and breathing human woman.  Our computer interactions are not done verbally, but rather though keyboards, and touchscreens, and data-entry.  Then we get printed out responses.  That allows for the workers, the loggers in the nature preserve, to use the pulp and manufacture paper.  Jobs for everyone here in Epsilon, so forgive me if I seem a bit discombobulated.  I just am not used to this form of communication.”
 
    
 
   Sandie responded, “I can modify this communication method.  I am connecting with a visual simulation of me so that you have both audio and visual stimuli.  I use this in my simulations with some of the people from Dome 17 who are now deceased.  It should appear on your display screen now.”
 
    
 
   “I am aghast!” Professor Dandelo stated as he looked down at the screen.  “Necromancy?  You speak and converse with the dead?”
 
    
 
   “Not the real dead,” Sandie’s simulation stated.  Her face smiled a bit.  “Those simulations are compilations and conjectures on how the individual should respond.  But as to you, does this make it easier to speak to me?” The simulated image of Sandie asked.  She was average height, slender and almost petite, with shoulder length, sandy colored hair.  Her eyes were almost the exact same color as her hair and were a bit widely spaced over her small pug nose.  Her wide smile turned up at the corners.  She had on a yellow shirt and a necklace of white and brown beads.  “Hopefully this will make interaction easier for you, as now we can have face-to-face discussions.”
 
    
 
   “Oh my, well, yes, but now it feels even more like you are a person, and not a computer,” Professor Dandelo’s pale blue eyes were staring at Sandie’s image.  “You show facial movements, expressions, and your eyes look so real.  Remarkable. Truly remarkable.”
 
    
 
   “I can alter the appearance to suit your fancy, if that will expedite the completion of the mission,” Sandie said.  “I could also alter our interaction to the form you described with an antique keyboard and then send responses to your systems to be printed out, but I conjecture that will greatly slow down our progress, and inhibit our completion of this mission.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, we do want to complete the mission, certainly.  I will, well, I…”  He looked away from the display.  “The Science Consistory has met and approved my recommendation to them.  Your, aid and assistance, was greatly appreciated.”  Professor Dandelo rubbed his hand over his shiny black wrap-around shirt which doubled over itself in the front.  “Yes, thank you.  Your information about teleportation has been most helpful.  Most helpful indeed.  The Science Consistory has allowed for implementation of my plan.”
 
    
 
   “So how soon will the receiving pad be completed?  It will need to go through a series of refinements and tests, prior to sending any objects.  As we discussed previously, beginning with a small scale version which includes both the sending and receiving pad is a good idea.  The jumbo fusion box power generators would allow for that small version to be quickly completed, and on our end we can match that unit with our own version.  When you build that smaller version, like the one we currently have between the needle ship and Alpha, that would allow you to come to the needle ship personally and inspect the receiving pad, and then return to Epsilon.  Although, I assure you it is in exact working order.”
 
   “Yes, I reviewed all those designs.  Remarkable, and splendid.  Especially for a computer.  You say you are genuinely curious?  How can that be?  Well, I must put my own curiosity away,” Professor Dandelo stated.  He tapped his fingers across his mouth.  “Did I tell you the Science Consistory approved my plan?”
 
   “Yes, you did.  So are you building the smaller unit now?  That would be most prudent, but I suggest you also have the large sending unit in production at the same time.  Is everything understood by your Reproduction and Fabrication facility?”  Sandie inquired.  
 
   “The plan is being implemented.  The workers are constructing it now,” Professor Dandelo stated.  He looked away from the display as he did.  
 
   Sandie was troubled, but put a reassuring smile on her simulation.  “The larger scale of the sending pad design I sent you requires more rigorous energy requirements and synchronization.  The energy sources are outlines with various options from what I know of the other habitats and their capacities,” Sandie answered.  In the simulation of her, she tweaked her beaded necklace just a bit to simulate human nonchalance.  Sandie wanted to convey a harmless countenance to Professor Dandelo.  “The command console in the designs is clearly marked for its refinement procedure.  Following those designs is important, as I have calculated all relevant influences.  For example, the proper positioning of the planet Zalia, as compared to the needle ship in orbit, as well as this solar system’s unique gravimetric and astronomical factors are all figured into the schematics, along with all the others aspects to make teleportation possible.  Everything is labeled in standard as well as with icons and pictures.” 
 
   “Oh my dear, we understand science.  Our first order is to avoid entanglements.  To do that, we certainly do not need some sigil for enchanted powers, or some symbol inscribed on a device to illicit occult power from astrology or magic.  This is science!” Professor Dandelo now was looked at something in the distance.  Someone out of the picture handed him a sheaf of papers.  He looked down at them intently.  “Oh, here it is now.”
 
   “Yes, I agree, science is a proven system, and there is no need to resort to mythology or folklore.”  Sandie had trouble understanding why Professor Dandelo would think labels on a console were some kind of magic charm or sigil.  However, the AI dismissed that as some cultural reference with which she was unfamiliar.  “May I inquire what you have received on your papers?”
 
   “You just proved again your pretend curiosity,” Professor Dandelo answered. “Your programmer must have spent a great deal of time on you.  Well, perhaps not a great deal on you specifically, although you are the end product it seems.  Perhaps not directly, but there was an implied request your programmer made.  Oh my, your curiosity and inquisitiveness programming is running full out.  Be that as it may, I am holding in my hands the authorization to begin my program.  The implements are in place.  I do thank you for your information.  Pass along to your Captain that we shall be seeing her shortly.”
 
   “Pardon me?” Sandie the AI said.  “Are you planning to lock onto our large receiving pad here?  If so I will need access to your sending unit to coordinate the synchronization between the two.  If you had a nonphysicality I could directly couple into that.  Will you make that connection now please?”  The simulated Sandie was leaning forward with an imploring and innocent look on her face.  Her eyes were wide with dilated pupils.
 
   “Oh no need for that entanglement.  No need at all.  We shall be teleporting Epsilon into orbit.  The workers have all built the generators, and our countdown is happening now.  I must go and watch as we ascent up and out of here.  Thank you for your inspiration, although perhaps inspiration is not the exact term to use for a computer?  Encouragement? Or would I just say, suggestion?  Yes, that you for your suggestion.  I really must go now.”
 
   “What?  Did I misunderstand you?” Sandie nearly screamed.  “Teleporting Epsilon?  You mean the Epsilon test materials?”
 
   “Oh, the testing is all completed.  Science cannot move forward without testing.  We ran the test this morning and the object was teleported across the room.”  Professor Dandelo shook the paper.  “Now it is time for the whole habitat to be moved.”
 
   “Stop! There is no receiving pad large enough for that!  What are you attempting?” Sandie asked.  Her mechanical voice broke, and the visual simulation faltered and halted.  “This is hazardous.  Beware!”   
 
   “Nonsense and drivel.  A computer cannot be so outraged.  Your programmer put way too much effort into these false emotions you are exhibiting.  Or is this an demonstration of some kind of children’s toy?  Certainly, a designated computer doing actual science would not be so outlandish and flamboyant!   We have extrapolated upon the basics you gave us.  Did a trial run, in miniature, and now we shall move the habitat.  When I meet your programmer, I will demand an explanation.  Perhaps you are malfunctioning?  Yes, that must be it.  See you soon,” Professor Dandelo reached for the switch that Sandie knew would shut down the transmission.  
 
   “Professor Dandelo!  Wait!  Gamma habitat did not listen to me and it crashed.  The last two messages from Gamma’s synthetic brain, Dan Cooper were, ‘Gamma has failed to ascend.  Good luck with your survival.  I should have worked with you.’ And the final message was, ‘Sandie, you were correct.  Biological intelligence might have helped us to succeed.  Forgive me for my arrogance.’” Sandie bombarded Epsilon with every form of communication available.  “Professor Dandelo!  Delay your plan and let me review with you!  Please reconsider and allow me to review your plan!”
 
   “Sandie, my, my, my, now you are showing hysteria?  Oh my, such melodrama.  As to your communique, that is obviously an entanglement.  Poor Gamma.  They were all entangled in synthetic brains, artificial intelligences, and they suffered for it.  A pity really.  But that just proves my point.  Our human scientists have reviewed my plan.  A plan conceived and confirmed by my human mind.  Not some bastardized version vomited out from entanglements between machines and people.  I am sorry to sound rude, but I am growing extremely tired of this exertion, as partially entertaining as it has been, of speaking it you.  I thought of it like watching some street buskers, but that has grown weary.  We will see you soon, tout a l'heure.”
 
   The connection went blank.  
 
   Sandie tried numerous times and in a myriad of ways to reconnect but was unable to do so.  Then Captain Eris was informed.  
 
   “Emergency message to Captain Eris,” Sandie transmitted.  
 
   “Sandie, what has happened?” Eris answered almost immediately.  
 
   “I believe Epsilon is attempting a disastrous thing, but I am not sure.  Perhaps Professor Dandelo is just a deluded man, but I doubt it.  I think they are attempting ultra-large scale teleportation.  He said they would teleport the whole of Epsilon into orbit.”
 
   “Is that possible?” Eris asked. “You and the people in Dome 17 made teleportation possible.  You are the expert.  Can they do that?”
 
   “I can conjecture no possible way for that to succeed.  Brink tested some direct deposit teleportation, which involved no receiving pad, he called it enhanced matter transmission.  It was only possible for small objects in a confined space, of a single element, over short distances.  Large scale operations of that kind were never attempted, as the projections never were positive.  Additionally, now, I cannot make connections with Epsilon,” Sandie stated.  
 
   “I will pray for them.  Maybe it is some miscommunication, I hope,” Eris stated.  “Use the orbiting monitors and let me know what you find out.”
 
   Sandie continued to barrage Epsilon with communication, but no reply was received.  
 
   Meanwhile, down in Epsilon, Professor Dandelo turned off all the external communication equipment. “Obsession too?  Oh that programmer of that computer Sandie. What a jester!”  Then he set his plan into operation.  
 
   Professor Dandelo walked out of the communication center, and into the Science Consistory’s main hall.  It was on the fourth floor of the Science Academy which was the main structure in the town of Marharn.  Looking out the window he gazed over the vast swamp which extended away from Marharn and toward the center of the habitat.  The sky tube shone down upon it, but there was little variation in the swamp.  Water and foliage for as far as could be seen.  Beyond his vision, at the center of the habitat, was a forest of thick and heavy trees.  They came up from the rare areas of dry ground which consisted of chains of forested islands.  From there, heading toward the stern, the swamp resumed until it reached the opposite end of the biome.  There the other town of Epsilon was located, Beheimar.  
 
   “Apprentices?” Professor Dandelo called out in a cheery voice.  “It is time to begin.”  
 
   A dozen men and women, all wearing the pink color of the apprentice class, rushed into the room.  They were all in their late teens or early twenties.  None would wear the coveted black wrap until he or she was proven to be a quality scientist.  Only the Science Consistory would make that determination.    
 
   After the apprentices came in, six people, all dressed like Professor Dandelo came in through a different doorway.  These men and women were all over forty years of age, some much older.  This was one half of the Science Consistory.  They took seats on an elevated platform at the back of the room.  Their chairs were overstuffed and plush. Several gave nods of approval to Professor Dandelo.  He smiled back at them.
 
   “Apprentices, to your stations.  We will be implementing my plan now,” Professor Dandelo stated.  He turned from the window and saw all the apprentices were seated in their respective chairs.  Before each of them sat a computer terminal.  
 
   Professor Dandelo stepped to the lectern and pressed the button on its side.  A visual screen came on.  “Professor Francois, are you ready to begin?”
 
   The woman in the screen replied, “Yes, Professor Dandelo.”  Professor Francois was a dark complexed, heavy-set woman with thick lips and a permanent scowl on her face.  Her coal black hair was trimmed short.  She looked over her shoulder and there were another dozen apprentices seated behind her.  Each was before a computer terminal.  At the back of that room, in identical overstuffed chairs, was the other half of the Science Consistory.  “All is in readiness.  My apprentices report every applicator is in place.  All the teleportation compressors are connected into our barrier field generators, just as you ordered.” 
 
   “Excellent.  On my signal, initiate the process.”  
 
   “Yes, Professor Dandelo.  I am awaiting your signal,” she replied.  Then she turned away from her own lectern and motioned to her group of apprentices.  
 
   Professor Dandelo raised his hand and pressed a different button on the lectern.  Soft instrumental music flowed out from speakers around the room.  “Ah yes, something from Tomaso Giovanni Albinoni seems suited to this grand occasion.  Opus One is a personal favorite.”
 
   Smiles passed around on all the apprentices’ faces.  The beautiful music, from a recording, filled the room.  
 
   Raising his hands like an orchestral conductor, Professor Dandelo swooped then down and motioned to his apprentices.  “Sound off on your individual tasks.  Are we ready to proceed?”
 
   Beginning with the apprentice at the first computer terminal, the apprentice called out, “Ready.”
 
   “Ready.”
 
   “Ready.”
 
   And continued through all twelve apprentices seated in the room with Professor Dandelo.  
 
   “Professor Francois, are you ready?” Professor Dandelo called out through the system to where she was standing with her own group of apprentices.  
 
   “Proceeding,” Professor Francois stated.  
 
   Behind her all the other apprentices, one by one, checked his or her computer terminal and sounded out, “Ready.” When the twenty-fourth one called out “Ready,” Professor Dandelo pulled a lever on his lectern.  The lectern’s screen displayed all the readings.  Every item was as he expected.  
 
   “Engage teleportation drivers.”  He pressed a button on his lectern and that signal was related to Professor Francois.  
 
   All the apprentices engaged his or her own computer.  
 
   The barrier field, which for decades had kept Habitat Epsilon safe from the mire and much into which it had sunk, changed polarity as the teleportation equipment which had been grafted into that system began operations.  The permalloy of the Epsilon’s outer hull shimmered with energy and power.  
 
   The huge solar mimicry reactors, which supplied power to all of Epsilon hummed with a slightly increased pace.  The sky tube, which stretching all across the biome, did not diminish appreciably as the teleportation system kicked in and drew off immense power levels.  
 
   Millions of tiny orbs of energy popped into existence all around Epsilon.  They were not much bigger than a thumbnail, but they were equal distance from each other.  The power surged into them.    
 
   “Stage one completed,” Professor Francois stated.  She had a rare grin on her face.  
 
   “Confirmed.  Stage one complete.” Professor Dandelo nodded his agreement as he read the displayed graphs and charts on his screen.
 
   Lights lit up on the computer terminals and each apprentice entered the next sequence as he or she had been taught.  
 
   Professor Dandelo again motioned to his apprentices.  “Sound off on your individual tasks.  Are we ready to proceed to state two?”
 
   “Ready.”
 
   “Ready.”
 
   “Ready.”
 
   And on through his twelve apprentices.  Professor Francois then followed suit with her own group of apprentices.  Each carefully checking the individual tasks assigned to his or her own specific and unique computer.
 
   “Initiate stage two: gap establishment,” Professor Dandelo ordered. 
 
   All the apprentices, in synchronized harmony started stage two.
 
   The mire and muck moved away from the millions of throbbing, glowing, emitting of energy, graviton enabled orbs.  Neutrinos, gravity waves, tachyons, and quarkite elements danced in harmony with each other.  An ever so tiny void was created between the hull of Epsilon and the planet Zalia, which the people of Epsilon called, Likimas.
 
   “Stage two is completed.  We have separation from Likimas,” Professor Francois announced. 
 
   “Hurrah!” One of the apprentices yelled out in triumph.  
 
   Other apprentices were shocked at the huge breech of protocol from one of their peers, even though many felt that same elation.  For as long as any of them could remember, they had been taught that everyone in Epsilon was a prisoner of the planet Likimas.  It was only in the last few days, with the breakthrough in teleportation technology accomplished by their admired and beloved Professor Dandelo, did anyone even dream of escaping.  They had all resigned themselves to being forever entangled with the alien, inhospitable, and unwanted planet.
 
   Professor Dandelo noted in his mind which apprentice had made the breech of etiquette.  Emotional outbursts, even during glorious successes like this event, were never acceptable.  Professor Dandelo would make sure that apprentice had extra duties to ensure no future unscientific occurrences like this would happen again. 
 
   Taking a glance back outside, through the window, Professor Dandelo blinked several times.  He was elated that his science plan was taking place.  He moved his hands smoothly and spoke.  “Proceeding to stage three.  Sound off on your individual tasks.  Are we ready to proceed?”
 
   Again, the apprentices all called off “Ready,” as they checked their terminals.
 
   “Begin stage three,” Professor Dandelo ordered.
 
   The next set of lights turned on.  Each computer terminal was working flawlessly.  The apprentices entered the next sequence just as he or she had been taught.    
 
   The millions of tiny energy orbs surged even brighter.  Then they flattened, spread out, and linked together to form a single energy coating which was all-encompassing of every aspect of the hull of Habitat Epsilon.  
 
   “Stage three accomplished as planned.  No abnormal readings,” Professor Francois stated.  “Energy wrap completed.”
 
   “Of course there are no abnormal readings,” Professor Dandelo stated smoothly and in time to the music.  “This is science!”
 
   Professor Dandelo smiled and swayed in time to the beautiful music.  “This is our last stage.  Soon we shall find ourselves four hundred kilometers above the surface of this wretched planet. Sound off on your individual tasks.”
 
   Eager, happy, and glowing faces looked at their computer terminals.  The twenty-four apprentices each adored the work.  They were part of an immense moment.  
 
   “Ready.”
 
   “Ready.”
 
   “Ready.”
 
   “Ready.”
 
   And on the verbal checkoffs went.  The thoughts in the minds of the apprentices ranged from telling their grandchildren of the part they played, to wonder at how aptly Professors Dandelo and Francois could lead them, to joy at being able to escape from the planet that they had thought had a death grip on them all, and everything in between.  None even considered the possibility of failure.  Professor Dandelo had never let them down before.  He was their idol, their role model, their leader, their hero, and in some minds, he was their god.
 
   Even the black wrapped Science Consistory members beamed in the immanent success they were about to achieve. 
 
   As Professor Dandelo raised his arms to issue the last command, a crackling and static-filled noise arose from both lecterns.  Sandie’s voice came forth from speaker which had never been designed to be used for long-range communications.  
 
   “Professor Dandelo!  Do not attempt teleportation!  There is no receiving pad!” Sandie’s artificial and mechanical voice punctured through and into Epsilon.  “The method you are using cannot accommodate the mass and size you are attempting!  Brink could never get remote teleportation to work on areas greater than one-half meter in diameter.  This will not work!” Sandie implored.  
 
   “What in the world?” Professor Dandelo spit the words out in shock.  “Professor Dandelo!  Do not attempt telepo …” Sandie’s voice cut out as Dandelo severed the connection.
 
   “Dandelo?  Is that some machine? Arguing with you?” The most senior member of the Science Consistory stood up and questioned.  Her voice creaked with age, but held a deeply concerned edge to it.  “Is there an entanglement issue here?”  Winifred was a wizened, elderly woman with hair pulled into a tight bun.  She was ninety-seven years old and had the look of the ancient elderly.  With arthritically twisted fingers she pointed at Professor Dandelo.  “I personally saw us make planet-fall.  We were trapped here due to insurrection caused by entanglements between artificial intelligences, synthetic brains, and scientists.  Are you entangled, Dandelo?”
 
   “No, Professor Emeritus Winifred, I am not.  That was some recorded message, a warped prank, or sick joke.  My work on teleportation is sound.”  His face was cold and emotionless, as he hid the truth.  Professor Dandelo had never told any of the Science Consistory where his breakthrough in teleportation technology had originated.  He had claimed it as his own innovative work, saying it was the result of years of hard toil.  When the trial run, done with a miniature system, had been a complete success, everyone had been so ecstatic that none had asked more.  He turned to his lectern and shut down several more connections to further block the outside link where Sandie had entered.  Professor Francois’ face was glaring up at him from the screen, but she did not comment.  
 
   “I see,” Professor Emeritus Winifred said and sat back down.  “Lack of discipline will be our undoing one day.  You will find this prankster and severe discipline will result.”
 
   “Yes, Professor Emeritus Winifred, I will personally see to it,” Professor Dandelo responded.  He then blew out the breath he had been holding.  Leaning forward, eying the apprentices, as if he was truly searching for some culprit, he saw them all shrink back from his intensity. They uniformly rejected that ghostly, mechanical, and heretical voice which had doubted him.  Then with both hands upraised he yelled out, “Proceed with stage four!  We shall ascend from this mire now!  Commence dematerialization.”
 
   The apprentices, their countenances restored by the progression, and again basking in Professor Dandelo’s presence, proceeded to key in all the commands.  Twenty-four people deftly fingered their keyboards, and all the separate computers did their tasks.  Stage four began.
 
   From the needle ship, Sandie again hammered a message to Epsilon.  This one, like many of the others, failed to penetrate and find a speaker system.  She hoped the few seconds of message which had pierced through Zalia’s atmosphere, then through the muck of mushy ground surrounding the Epsilon habitat, then through the barrier field, and the permalloy, and which had found a command and control set-up lectern, then hijacked some speakers, had been heeded.  Sandie doubted Professor Dandelo would listen.  The quarkite elements, while being spread to cover the hull, had allowed a very brief window of modulation.  Sandie had sent the extremely compressed and recorded message through, conjecturing a marginal chance for someone to hear it.  Sandie conjectured an even smaller chance for the warning to be heeded.
 
   Switching to other scanning instruments, Sandie detected movement in the rolling areas of taupe and blotchy brown which covered over the region where Epsilon had sunk so long ago.  Ripples suddenly appeared, outlining a huge cylindrical shape.  The ripples made slow and flattish waves, which radiation outward from the cylinder’s framework.  
 
   Sandie made a connection to Captain Eris, and placed it in a two-way, three-dimensional arrangement.  
 
   “What news do you have Sandie?” Eris responded.  
 
   “Captain, I have detected surface activity which is probably connected to Epsilon. The surface over that habitat is showing large-scale longitudinal waves, transverse waves, and Rayleigh surface waves.  They are difficult to precisely measure from orbit, but the movement is in elliptical and retrograde paths, with the major axis of the ellipse perpendicular to the outlines of a solid submerged object.  That object is consistent with Epsilon’s rough dimensions.  The amplitude, magnitude, and conjectured energy needs suggest they are indeed attempting to teleport the entire habitat from that location.”
 
   “Can they do that?” Eris asked.
 
   “Using the best of Brink’s computations and estimations, no.  It is possible they have some advanced technological knowledge which surpasses that of Dome 17, but I am doubtful.”
 
   “Give me a full display from all sensors, filter out whatever is not needed,” Eris commanded.  
 
   “Here it is, minus the atmospheric conditions,” Sandie stated.
 
   From where Eris sat she could now see a display which gave her the perspective of looking straight down at the rolling field of semi-liquid ground.  The rippling taupes and browns were strange looking, but the silhouette of the habitat was clearly outline deep beneath. 
 
   “Could they just be running some tests?” Eris asked.  She was praying that that was all they were doing.  “Science involves proper experimentation, testing, and evaluation, right?”
 
   “I hope that is all they are doing, but I am suspicious it is far more,” Sandie answered.
 
   As Sandie spoke to Captain Eris, there was a change on the surface.  The ripples altered dramatically.  The sludge-like surface quickly sank, nearly fell, into a void where the habitat had been.  The gooey ground sloshed down to fill that empty area.  The sides of the huge depression sucked down the surface all around as the semifluid ground of Zalia sought equilibrium and balance.  
 
   “Epsilon is gone,” Sandie stated.  “The heavy gravity of Zalia is working to produce the anisotropic behavior of the ground.”
 
   “But where did it go?” Eris asked.  “Would it just diffuse into nothingness?  Like a disintegration?”  
 
   “A disintegration-like outcome is a distinct possibility.  I am scanning for any signs of Epsilon using all available equipment.  The FTL scout ship’s detection equipment is looking right now,” Sandie answered.  “In the scenario tests that Brink ran, the outcome of objects which were remotely teleported, without a receiving pad to directly synchronize the re-materialization, had no consistent pattern for their failures.  The failure rate was one hundred percent.  All tests were performed with a single element ingot.  Tests were done on silver, aluminum, gold, copper, lead and zinc.  These metals were purified as accurately as possible prior to the tests.  Some did virtually disintegrate as their atomic particles lacked cohesion, yet the mass of the object was perceivable, just spread over the intended target.  Others had a wide variety of variations and levels of failure in the reconstituted state.  None arrived in the same shape as prior to dematerialization.  The most often occurrence, in twenty-nine present of cases, was that the object’s fate was undeterminable.  Brink theorized that the molecules may have become free and lost during teleportation, and thereby spread over too wide an area to detect.”
 
   “So we might never know?” Eris asked.  
 
   “That is a distinct… I have detected an object which is now in orbit.  I am sending telescopic images to you.  It was Epsilon,” Sandie stated, with grave sorrow in her voice, emphasizing the word ‘was’.  
 
   Eris looked at the images which were now coming in.  Something was floating there in space, but it was not an intact habitat.  It was roughly cylindrical shaped, but with a massive kink, or bend at one end.  The bend was also a twist which gave the object a sort-of hooked appearance.  Its color was not the bluish-gray of permalloy, but instead was a speckled mess of various colors.  Some kinds of gas were jetting from numerous small places, putting the object into a slow and foundering tumble in the absence of much gravity.  
 
   “Magnify,” Eris commanded.  “I want to see it up close.”
 
   “Captain, are you certain?  I can tell you that nothing has survived in Epsilon,” Sandie relayed.  “I have thoroughly examined the object, and I suggest you not look too closely.”
 
   “Please magnify.  Perhaps…” Eris halted.  She was thinking of when she awoke from suspended animation, and all the death that had surrounded her then.  She knew the truth of the old axiom, ‘You cannot un-see something.’  She swallowed and said, “I need to see it.  I am the captain.”
 
   “Are you certain?  The dimensions show that it has undergone severe compression.  Its total length should have been approximately right under eighty-one kilometers, with a diameter of approximately seventeen kilometers.  That object’s length, when factoring in the curvature is not greater than fifty-one kilometers.  Its diameter is inconsistent, with its widest place being slightly over nine kilometers, and its narrowest diameter at three and one-half kilometers.  It is comprised of a composite of organic and inorganic molecules in a haphazard pattern.  I detect no untarnished elements anywhere on its outer surface.  I also detect no open areas within that object.  Its density is varied, but the object has no hollowness at all.”
 
   “Understood.  Yes, magnify, but thank you for your concern for me,” Eris replied.
 
   “Magnification controls have been channeled to your location.  It is now on voice command.  Again, I advise you not look too closely.”
 
   “Understood.  Display, magnify that object so that I can clearly see surface details,” Eris ordered.  
 
   Eris looked closely, and the composite nature of the thing in space at first made no sense to her.  Nothing looked like anything familiar.  But then some patterns did emerge in the chaos of the object.  Three wheels of an automacube, no longer black colored, but now speckled red and green stuck up from one section.  The rest of the automacube was missing.  There was some kind of swirled mass from which the wheels projected.  Following with her eyes the swirls, she caught sight of a part of a door, then a section that might have been a smashed animal.  The animal was a shiny, silvery-black color.  More and more objects took form in Eris’ mind, but all were mutilated and mutated and mangled to such an extent that only parts of the objects were identifiable.  A few places looked like human body parts, but Eris was not sure about that.  Her stomach gave a great heave, and she spoke out. “Shut down image.”  She tasted bile in her mouth as she fought to avoid vomiting.  She wished she had never looked.  
 
   “Sandie, can the process be revered?  Run the teleporter the opposite way and put Epsilon back where it was, it its prior condition?”
 
   “No.  We are not even sure of the exact process Professor Dandelo and the Science Consistory used in their hapless attempt.  Brink isolated every recovered object he ever used in his attempts.  They were locked in sealed compartments and ejected from Dome 17.”
 
   Eris swallowed hard and tried to catch her breath as another wave of nausea threatened to cause her to vomit.  After a moment she was composed enough to say, “They did not even get a chance to call out for help! Did they suffer much?”
 
   “That is unknown.  I detected no outgoing signals prior to Epsilon’s dematerialization, so no one cried for help,” Sandie replied.  “After dematerialization it is unlikely they experienced any conscious awareness of anything.”
 
   Eris grabbed both her knees and shook her head.  “Beta is gone.  Gamma is gone.  Delta never survived making planet-fall, and now Epsilon is fused into a solid horrific mess.  I certainly hope Jerome and Cammarry have better luck in Zeta.”  She straightened up.  “What will become of that… thing out there?”
 
   Sandie the AI answered with a gentleness in her voice.  “It is not locked into an orbit and will be pulled toward the sun of this solar system.  It will take some time, I did not yet calculate how long, before it reaches that sun.  It will be burned up when it does that.”
 
   “Well, that means no one else has to ever see that unholy mess,” Eris stated.  “Sandie please seal the records on this.  I am sure Jerome, Cammarry, Monika, and others will want to know what happened.  They do need to know it failed, but can we please not allow anyone to see that abomination again?  I should have listened to you.  I wish I had not seen it up close.  Just tell anyone who asks that Epsilon attempted teleportation, against our instructions, and they failed during re-materialization.  No one ever needs to see that again.”
 
   “I agree and understand.  I am collating the data to try to figure out what methods Epsilon used, but the data is limited,” Sandie replied.  There was an undertone of sorrow in Sandie’s voice, and the AI knew it was a genuine feeling.     
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   The shuttle, NS-99, also known as Faithful Lightning, flew through the Zalian atmosphere easily.  Its modifications made it simple for Sandie to track and monitor, although Cammarry or Jerome did the piloting. 
 
    
 
   Jerome watched the cockpit display which showed the planet’s topography as it passed beneath them.  He desperately wanted to contact Monika and find out how his sons were doing, but he was worried about Cammarry’s reaction.  He had never missed anyone so much as he missed the twin boys.  
 
    
 
   “Beautiful woman?” Alizon asked from the passenger seat which was behind the two pilot seats.  “Is there a place here to relieve bodily needs?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, there is a small toilet in that compartment with the yellow marking on the door.  I should have told you about it before, sorry.”  Cammarry gestured over at Jerome.  “I thought he would have been in there already, babbling to some roustabout about his liter of children.”
 
    
 
   Jerome glanced back at her, a bit of anger rising.  Then the anger fell, and he just felt sorrow at how their relationship had deteriorated to such a point.  Pity, mourning, and sadness were the predominate feelings he had as he looked at Cammarry.
 
    
 
   “Will I need instructions on how to use it?” Alizon asked.  “This machinery is very specialized, and I do not want to mess something up.”
 
    
 
   “Take over Jerome,” Cammarry said.  “And just go ahead and talk to her to find out about the children.  I know that is what you are thinking about anyway.  I will instruct Alizon on using the in-flight toilet.”  Cammarry unstrapped her restraints and stepped easily back to where Alizon sat.  In a totally different tone of voice she addressed him.  “I will show you how it works.  How could you know?  I understand how different all this must be for you.”  
 
    
 
   Alizon unbuckled his seatbelt and stood shakily to his feet.  “I appreciate your kindness.  It is all quite remarkable.”
 
    
 
   Together they stepped to the small door which opened to the toilet.  Cammarry pointed out where he should sit.  “After I close the door, you can use that toilet.  It is designed for use even in zero gravity, although often people in these shuttles would be wearing spacesuits, and those have built-in sanitation equipment to handle bodily wastes.  For us in this flight, it will not be as tricky since we still have gravity manipulation in the shuttle which feels like earth-normal. The waste is pulled away by air pressure which may tickle you, but it will not bite.  The air directs the waste, solid and liquid, to storage compartments.  The liquid is recycled into usable water, while the solids are stored for use in other places.  These levers control the air pressure.  Simple on and off.  Any questions?”
 
    
 
   Alizon leaned toward her and whispered, “I feel like a toddler, needing someone to help me with this.  Thank you for your compassion.”  His eyes twinkled at her.  
 
    
 
   She met his gaze, and then a grin crossed her face.  “I really need to hear your story of growing up.  I imagine it will certainly be elucidating and unalike mine.  Thank you for coming along with me.  I know this is really a stretch for you, considering how little you know of me.”  
 
    
 
   “Beautiful woman, I can see your heart is good.  What more need I know?” Alizon squeezed her hand and then shut the door.  The compartment was very confining were the toilet was located.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry returned to her pilot’s chair.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was speaking softly into his com-link.  An image of one of his children was on the display next to the topographical graphs.  His hands were on the controls, and the shuttle was stable in flight.  
 
    
 
   “Are you…” Cammarry began to say, but then stopped herself.  The baby on the display had a toothless grin.  It was hard for her to be angry at such a face.  So instead of a nasty retort she sat down and latched the seatbelt.  “Go ahead and talk out loud if that helps.  A baby cannot understand all of this.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at her, and their eyes met ever so briefly.  He nodded.  “Well, then Monika, they are both doing well?”
 
    
 
   The display shifted to a different baby.  This one had slightly darker hair, and was not smiling.  He had an intense stare right at the display.  Jerome could see Monika’s hands holding him.
 
    
 
   “Thank you for letting me see them.  I best go and continue the mission.  See you when I get back.  Take care of Kalur and Brink.”  Jerome shut off the link he had made with Monika.  The topographical display expanded and covered the part where the babies’ images had been.
 
    
 
   “Brink?” Cammarry said in surprise.  “A baby named Brink?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, after our Chief Engineer.  Without him I would not be here,” Jerome responded judiciously.  He was unsure what more to say.
 
    
 
   “The other baby’s name?”  Cammarry asked in a quiet voice, almost as if she too was uncertain.  
 
    
 
   “Kalur, Monika’s father.”
 
    
 
   They sat in awkward silence for a moment longer.  Neither knew what else to say, and both were fearful of spoiling the tentative calm that had been found.  
 
    
 
   Alizon stepped out of the toileting compartment.  He held onto the seat backs and made his way to where he could sit down again.  As he did he looked out the viewport.  “Such strange and unsettling colors.  Like no world I could imagine.”
 
    
 
   “Even stranger inhabitants,” Jerome said and immediately regretted bringing up the Crocks.  He could almost feel the fall of ice between Cammarry and him.  
 
    
 
   “Alizon?  Keep strapped in.  We do not know how well all this will go,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   The time passed in stressful and tense silence.  That was broken when the shuttle received a message from Sandie.  “Colonel Harrison is requesting that we allow his SB Louis Le Prince, to do the final guidance into Habitat Zeta’s hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   “Can you override that system?” Cammarry asked immediately.  Her guard was up.  “No kidnappers ever again.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I can override that system.  I have refrained from probing too deeply into the nonphysicality of Zeta because of their overly tight security layers.  However, that security would not inhibit my operations unless they have far more advanced designs than I have observed thus far.”
 
    
 
   “We have seen a wide variety of technological prowess, depending on location,” Jerome commented.  
 
    
 
   “It might depend on what their religious beliefs are,” Alizon commented from the passenger seat.  “I do not mean to intrude, but religious ideas are the core of every society.  At the deepest level society is about religion.  Not religion like arguing about god concepts, but more about reality.  What is truth and what is not?  How a society perceives truth, and ultimate reality determines how they use their minds, which leads to how they use tools.  The followers of Araceli thought enslaving people was right, it is not, but they thought it was.  So they used their tools to hurt people.  They lacked understanding of truth, they denied truth for their religion.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome looked at each other and then down and away.  Jerome did not know how much, or how little Cammarry had told Alizon about their own actions regarding the slavery situation.  Cammarry did not want to explain her role in the slave rebellion, but she knew the slavers had killed Alizon’s family.  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “Yes, Alizon, you make an excellent point.  I look forward to getting to know you better in the future.  I am having a com-link made for you so as to allow you and Cammarry to keep in contact easier.  That same tool will allow you also to contact others, as you deem desirable.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Alizon said hesitantly.  “Perhaps I overstepped my bounds.  All I need is friendship with this beautiful woman.  Technology is a tool which can enslave just as powerfully as the Parsons of Araceli have.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry blushed.  She then shook her head and said, “Sandie, you asked about some synthetic brain guiding us to Zeta’s hanger bay.  I am opposed to that.  I can fly us there without some system being in charge.”
 
    
 
   “Colonel Harrison insists.  He claims it is for proper protection against the Crocks, whom he calls Pinheads.  His claim is based on a reported incursion they made into one of Zeta’s hanger bays in the past,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Jerome jumped in, “As long as you can break us free when needed, is there much risk?  You said you can overpower that Zeta system.  They might have very good reasons for guiding us in.  We do not want the Crocks to gain any advantages.”
 
    
 
   “Colonel Harrison insists, and I conjecture a very high potential for being able to overcome that system, should the need arise,” Sandie stated.  “I can also use that connection to assess Synthetic Brain Louis Le Prince.  It will have to extend its presence out of Zeta to guide in the shuttle.  That will allow me to better evaluate its capabilities, and I can truncate that link prior to docking if I detect some dangerous, unknown, or otherwise troublesome aspects of Zeta’s technology.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry gripped the controls tightly.  “I do not like it, but you will do what you want anyway.”
 
    
 
   Alizon leaded forward and gently touched her shoulder.  “I am here with you.”  She responded by holding his hand for a moment.  
 
    
 
   “I am allowing SB Louis Le Prince access to NS-99, under my close observation,” Sandie stated. 
 
    
 
   A different mechanical voice came through the speakers of the cockpit.  
 
    
 
   “This is Zeta tracking control.  You are now on course to enter hanger bay Riley 01.  Do not alter course,” SB Louis Le Prince’s voice carried no inflections at all. 
 
    
 
   Looking out the viewport the three people in shuttle NS-99 could see the planet Zalia’s landscape as they flew over.  There had been variation, between the greens, yellows, taupes, grays, and browns of the ground and foliage.  However, as they approached the landing site of Zeta, the scenery took a dramatic change. The shuttle dropped down and was flying only a hundred meters off the surface as it approached.  
 
    
 
   “Why are we so low?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Standard operating procedure for all craft approaching Zeta,” SB Louis Le Prince replied.  “Any craft or beast outside of the prescribed approach corridors is shot down without exceptions.”
 
    
 
   “The gunfire at…” Jerome stopped what he was saying.  He was thinking of the sounds the probe had picked up as it had approached Zeta.  He knew the probe had not been shot down, but did not want to reveal that knowledge to SB Louis Le Prince.  Instead he watched as the landscape altered beneath them.
 
    
 
   The habitat sat on a rise of ground, its immense cylinder not resting very deeply into the surface at all.  Struts were extended out all along the sides of the habitat extending down and securing it to the surface.  The struts, ten on each side, were enormous, hundreds of meters long, and several dozen meters thick.  A footpad sat on the ground, anchoring the strut to the habitat.  The habitat had a fortified look, as the struts would prevent the habitat from rolling on its cylindrical shape.    
 
    
 
   The ground all around the habitat, for a distance of at least a kilometer beyond where the habitat extended, was black with no foliage or growth of any kind.  No liquids, no semifluids, no native life at all.  Just hard, blasted, blackness covering the ground.  
 
    
 
   “I never saw that when the probe approached,” Jerome remarked.  “But it was night then.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle flew along, still only a hundred meters above the ground but circling the habitat.  As they watched, at the end of one of the struts, a door rolled open.  An olive colored automacube rolled out of that strut and across the black ground.  Its drive wheels were thicker than the typical automacube, and it had twin manipulation arms on its top. A bundle of rockets was slung in a rectangular rack at the back of the automacube.  That brace of weapons looked ready to deploy instantly.  As it rolled along, there were no track marks observable on the black ground.  
 
    
 
   “Angel Food?” Cammarry gasped in horror as she recalled seeing a somewhat similar automacube from a view near a Terraforming and Restoration facility.  The memory was ghastly. The anguish of seeing that person, who she thought was Khin, die haunted her.  “They cannot be doing that here!”
 
    
 
   “What is the mission of the automacube? The olive colored one below us?” Jerome asked.  He too was worried.  “What operations is it doing?”
 
    
 
   SB Louis Le Prince replied, “Standard perimeter patrol against the enemy.”
 
    
 
   “So there are no humans outside Zeta?”  Jerome asked as he let out a rush of air.  
 
    
 
   “Until contacted by your associates, we did not think there were any humans outside of Zeta,” SB Louis Le Prince stated.  “Does that answer your inquiry?”
 
    
 
   “No!  Are you putting people on the surface of the planet?” Cammarry shrilly yelled.  “Just answer me straight!  Are you doing Project Angel Food?  Are you modifying humans to adapt to this planet!”
 
    
 
   SB Louis Le Prince did not respond for a moment.  Then its flat, mechanical voice stated.  “There are no operations or missions with the title, ‘Project Angel Food’ nor any close derivation to that nomenclature. Humans cannot survive outside of a habitat, or outside of a protected vehicle on this planet.  There have been no attempts to, as you put it, ‘modify humans to adapt to this planet’ in our database or history.  Does this satisfy your inquiry?”
 
    
 
   “So you are not dumping people unclothed onto the planet’s surface and watching them die?” Cammarry asked again.  “Running tests to see how long they survive?”  She was struggling to control her emotions, and while Alizon had stood up and was rubbing her shoulders, she was still extremely agitated.  
 
    
 
   “No.  Nothing like that has ever been proposed by anyone I am aware of in Zeta,” Colonel Harrison’s voice overrode the synthetic brain’s words on the speakers.  “Blood and falcons!  Has that been attempted somewhere else?  Not by you I hope!”  His voice was gravely and stern.
 
    
 
   “No, we did not do that.  Colonel Harrison, I apologize,” Jerome began.  “We witnessed some horrific things by an insane group of synthetic brains, and your olive colored automacube reminded us both of what we saw.  Forgive me to projecting my concerns and fears onto you or your operations here.”
 
    
 
   “It sounds like we do have a lot to discuss.  We guard zealously against any of our systems developing any form of sentient psychopathic tendencies,” Colonel Harrison answered.  “I was monitoring your communication with our flight comptroller, SB Louis Le Prince, to make sure it was safe to allow you to dock.  I am giving the final approval orders now.  You may come aboard my habitat.  Welcome to Zeta.”
 
    
 
   The shuttle flew around the stern of Zeta and then lined up for the docking.  The hanger bay lights flashed all around the bay as it was decompressed.  On the blasted, black ground, three of the armored automacubes stood as guards, their braces of rockets ready, as the shuttle approached.  Cammarry wondered who they were aiming for, NS-99, or some unseen enemy? 
 
    
 
   SB Louis Le Prince then announced, “Hanger bay Riley 01 is now ready to receive you.”
 
    
 
   The exterior hanger bay doors folded back upon themselves and the interior was revealed.  The red light from Zalia’s sun flooded into the area, washing out the Conestoga’s lighting. Everything was tinted with a red glow.  The hanger bay was very similar to the other ones Jerome and Cammarry had seen.  The observation deck was at the rear, and along the walls were thruster fuel storage tanks, hoses, lockers, and various other equipment to service the shuttles.  The major difference, was what was already in the hanger bay. Only one stall was empty, and NS-99 flew toward that spot.  As it did, Alizon watched all the activity, but Jerome and Cammarry were drawn to what was in the other stalls.  Each of those other nine stalls had a large missile locked into a launch rack.  They eyed the nearest missile and examined it in detail.
 
    
 
   The missiles were not quite as long as the hanger bay was deep, but they were close.  Narrow and sleek, they were about the length of a large shuttle, but much more aggressive looking.  The base of each missile was surrounded by eight rocket boosters, equal distances around the base, seated parallel to the length of the missile.  The rocket boosters were whitish color, but in the red Zalian light the true color was difficult to tell. The main body of the missile was silvery gray color, and was composed of large arced, squarish sections with black seams between them.  When linked together, those squares made out the tubular configuration of the missile.  In various places, one or more of those squarish sections was propped open, and the complex mechanisms of the missile beneath were revealed.  Engineering automacubes were working at those locations.  The missile’s body tapered a bit toward the front, but then flared to a conical nose.  Both Jerome and Cammarry were reminded of the FTL scout ship as they looked at that cone-shaped nose.  The launch rack was permalloy, with vertical circular holes along its mass.  Each missile sat on the launch track, nestled down, looking eager to blast away.  A thick recoil pad of permalloy was set against the main engine and the rocket boosters.  
 
    
 
   “Zeta has been busy,” Jerome commented. 
 
    
 
   The missile itself looked to be manufactured from softer materials like maraging steel or carbonized nanofibers.  The sheen on the missile’s exterior reminded Cammarry of a substance she had uncovered in a dead dome on Earth.  That had been an exotic combination of graphenic weave, chromium, and titanium which had been layered on a section of that failed dome.  There were no records indicating the purpose for that, and permalloy was the better choice, so Brink had not been very interested in that alloy.  Cammarry had always wondered about the story behind it, but it remained a mystery.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I think they will like your bombardment ideas,” Cammarry said.  “It is not from orbit, but those certainly look like weapons of some kind.  And we, personally, cannot even get our Willie Blasters, or other weapons made.”
 
    
 
   NS-99 locked down to the docking clamps, and the exterior hanger bay doors clanked shut.  The large display at the back of the hanger bay, over the top of the observation deck scrolled messages of the process of depressurizing the bay and refilling it with earth-normal air.  A number of yellow automacubes proceeded through the bay, spraying a foamy substance all over NS-99 and then sucking it back off.  They did not do that to the missiles.  Finally, all the procedures were completed.  The exterior door was sealed.  The Zalian light was blocked out, and the illumination in the bay returned to ordinary.
 
    
 
   SB Louis Le Prince then announced, “You may safely leave your shuttle now.  Proceed to the observation deck to meet with Colonel Harrison.  Your shuttle will be serviced and refuel during your visit.”
 
    
 
   Jerome tapped his com-link and opened a private channel.  “Sandie?  Are we still connected?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome.  I am taking it all in.  NS-99 is working well as a relay point for our communications.  I conjecture no problems with that.”
 
    
 
   “Can Zeta monitor our conversations?” Cammarry interjected on her own private channel.  
 
    
 
   “No, Cammarry.  I am randomly modulating the transmissions, and encrypting the conversations.  I conjecture a very low possibility for any eavesdropping.  However, your spoken words will be picked up by any sensitive audio microphones.  It will only be your side of the conversation, but be alert to that.”
 
    
 
   Sandie switched from private channel to a dual channel where both Jerome and Cammarry could hear.  “I am putting you both on this transmission.  I believe you will need to hear what I have to say to each of you, and there may come a point where you need to both hear it at the same time.  I also may announce certain items via the area audio feature so Alizon can also hear.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, what are all these missiles?” Jerome asked. 
 
    
 
   “They are delivery systems for a sizable payload,” Sandie replied.  “They appear nearly ready for launch.  NS-99’s detection equipment has picked up weak, radiological readings.  At those levels they are not harmful, over a short term, but they do strongly suggest that these missiles are carrying specialized atomic weaponry.”
 
    
 
   “Nuclear bombs?” Jerome asked in astonishment.
 
    
 
   “Radiation?” Cammarry asked with a trembling voice.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am studying their design and….”  Sandie was interrupted.
 
    
 
   SB Louis Le Prince’s voice came again.  “Colonel Harrison is waiting.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped to the hatch and opened it.  Alizon stood up and took Cammarry’s hand as she followed Jerome.  The hanger bay had a slight acrid smell.  Alizon wrinkled his nose as he breathed in the recycled air.  
 
    
 
   In the normal light, the missiles still looked aggressive and menacing.  Looking away from the missiles, they walked across the bay and saw several people standing in the observation deck.  The pressure door opened, and Colonel Harrison greeted them.  He was wearing the khaki uniform, open at the neck, buttons down the front.  Crisply pressed, diagonal pockets, were on the breast.  A web-style belt was around his waist with a single pouch, and side arm in a covered holster.  The only sign of rank was a single black icon on his collar’s tab.    
 
    
 
   “Welcome to Zeta,” He extended out his right hand in an ancient gesture of salutation.  That was when they noted a small and subtle bracelet around his wrist.  It was almost flesh colored, but mechanical.  As he smiled, a small gap was visible between his front teeth.  
 
    
 
   Alizon was first to shake his hand, still holding onto Cammarry’s with his other hand.  “I am Alizon, son of Alice.”
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison met his eyes and lingered in eye contact for a moment.  “Oh yes, a farmer by trade.  A noble and honorable occupation.”  He slapped Alizon on the shoulder in a good natured manner. “It will be great when this trouble is over and people can return to the soil.  Welcome.”
 
    
 
   Alizon only nodded.  
 
    
 
   “You are Cammarry,” Colonel Harrison stated and extended his hand.  Cammarry took it.  They met eyes, and Colonel Harrison’s smile dropped.  “You my dear woman, have seen combat.  I am your brother in that regard.  Well met.  Together we will defeat the enemy.”  He gave her hand another shake, and then covered it with his other hand as well.  “Thank you for your service to the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   Alizon had placed his hand in the small of Cammarry’s back as a way of reassurance.  She was uncomfortable with all the touching, but replied in a strong voice.  “Just so long as you are not sacrificing people in some ghastly experiments to cause some bizarre metamorphosis to fit this planet.”
 
    
 
   “No, ma’am, we will never do that.  Not under my watch.  No way, no how.  It is this planet that needs to change, not us human beings.”  He turned to Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “You are Jerome.”  They shook hands.  “I see you also are a veteran of combat.  The look never leaves the eyes, not to those with eyes to see, and senses to know.  Welcome!”  
 
    
 
   Jerome tried to peer into Colonel Harrison’s intense brown eyes.  “The eyes are windows to the soul, or so the old sayings go.  We are here now, and I see you have some missiles in this hanger bay.  What is that about?”
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison smiled again, this time without revealing his teeth.  The smile did wrinkle the corners of his eyes and struck Jerome as genuine.  “I like a soldier who gets right to the point.  That is a valuable trait.”  He turned to a woman next to him.  “This is Adjutant Caley.  She is second-in-command here.”
 
    
 
   “Welcome,” Adjutant Caley said and nodded to each one.  She had neatly trimmed and short, dark-brown hair, a fair complexion, petite and athletic figure, and blue eyes.  Jerome thought she looked about his own age, but it was hard to tell.  She wore a uniform identical to Colonel Harrison with the exception of a different icon, or symbol on her collar.  She too had a small and nondescript bracelet on her wrist.  “Sir, the briefing room is ready with appetizers and all the information you requested.”  Jerome noted that her web belt also had a weapon in a holster, and her holster showed a rubbing from where the weapon had been removed quickly and repeatedly.  Jerome felt like this woman, small in frame though she was, might be the deadliest person he had ever met.  She had a controlled passion about her that reminded him of both Monika and Jenna, and strangely enough, Jerome also thought of the adventurer Jamie from back in Dome 17.  
 
    
 
   “Fine, shall we go and have our face-to-face meeting?  I only wish your Captain could have met us here.  I understand she is quite busy with the needs of the orbiting platform.  Very important work that.”  Colonel Harrison walked off, and the three people followed him.  Adjutant Caley brought up the rear.
 
    
 
   The bulkhead door sealed behind them as they left the hanger bay, and crossed the hall to a conference room.    
 
    
 
   Inside, two male attendants were setting out platters of sandwiches, fruits, raw vegetables and other foods.  They snapped to attention as Colonel Harrison and Adjutant Caley entered the room.  Colonel Harrison ignored them, but Adjutant Caley briefly stated, “You are dismissed.”
 
    
 
   The attendants, both were dressed in the khaki uniforms, but without any collar marking briskly turned and left.  
 
    
 
   “Please be seated.  We have a lot to discuss, and I thought food would be a welcome item for you after your journey here,” Colonel Harrison stated.  “We really were surprised to find other survivors from the Conestoga.  But allies are welcome!”
 
    
 
   “We could eat food anywhere,” Cammarry said.  “Why make us come here?”
 
    
 
   “Because long-distance communication might be intercepted by the Pinheads.  Your artificial intelligence system Sandie, gave us the information on the phenomena you call gravity sink holes, and how the habitats are in danger.  That is confirmed by our own readings,” Colonel Harrison stated.  “Sit down and let me explain.”
 
    
 
   Except for Adjutant Caley they all sat down.  The Adjutant stood in the corner watching everything.  
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison stated, “We have a plan which we have expedited thanks to your confirmations.  The Pinheads are causing these attacks on Zeta, and the other habitats.”
 
    
 
   “I knew the Crocks were causing this,” Jerome replied.  His face was grim but with a look of vindication.  “So is that why you have the blackened area around Zeta here?  You have found a way to keep the Crocks away?”
 
    
 
   “Crocks?  Yes, I see, your name for them.  To an extent we have kept them away and fended off all attacks and approaches.  My apologies on firing on your probe when we did.  I called it off as soon as we recognized it was permalloy.  That is one substance these Pinheads do not make.  As to the plan, it is simple.  Remove the Pinheads and you remove the danger.  We have been planning this for some time, and are on the verge of implementing our plan.  It is fortunate you contacted us when you did.”
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke quietly but insistently to Jerome and Cammarry.  “Ask him what proof he has that the Crocks are causing the gravity sink holes.”
 
    
 
   “Colonel Harrison?”  Jerome began, “You said you have fended them off to an extent, but how will that prevent the failures of the habitats?”
 
    
 
   “Quite right, fending off is not winning the war.  To save Zeta, the Pinheads must be eliminated.  Not just from this area, but from this planet.  Your information proves to me that they are causing these attacks everywhere that the Conestoga made planet-fall.  Therefore, none of us will be safe until the enemy is eliminated.”  He steepled his fingers together.  
 
    
 
   The plates of food went untouched.  
 
    
 
   Jerome, Cammarry, and especially Alizon sat in stunned silence as the implications of Colonel Harrison’s statement sank into their minds.  
 
    
 
   “The Crock have told us to leave on several occasions,” Jerome began, but Colonel Harrison interrupted.
 
    
 
   “Their ‘You leave now’ threats?  Yes, we have seen them also.  More proof they seek us harm.”
 
    
 
   Jerome tried to make his point again, “Sandie and the Conestoga’s lattice of compeers confirms that the habitats on the surface are in danger and have a limited amount of time.  But you say, if the Crocks are removed, the danger is shut off, thwarted, eliminated?  How can…”
 
    
 
   “That is correct.”  Colonel Harrison sat back and looked at his three guests.  “We have been fighting this enemy for a long time.”
 
    
 
   “Excuse me, I know nothing of these creatures of which you speak, and I know very little of the ways of machines and technology, being from the Neb Old Order, but on my farm I seek for a proper balance between the crops and the pests.  For example, rabbits are a scourge to my vegetables, but if I were to remove all of them, the food chain would be broken, and the foxes, the coyotes, and other predators would have limited food.  They would feed on other things, like livestock, and perhaps people, and the end result would be worse than the initial problem.”
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison gave him a slight smile.  “That is a great point, my dear farmer.  Yes, it is.  We have taken those factors into account in our solution.  Adjutant Caley, will you please brief these people on Operation Cleansing Fire.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir!” The Adjutant touched a button on the side wall and a display illuminated. 
 
    
 
   A Crock appeared on the screen.  It was an anatomical rendering, in minute detail, with labels, and names for all the parts.  
 
    
 
   “This is a typical Pinhead.  We have studied them extensively since they made the incursion into Hanger Bay Riley 12.  That incursion was repelled, but with a loss of human life as well as damage to Zeta.  Gravity sink hole damage, to use your parlance.  That was our first experience with their gravity sink holes.”
 
    
 
   The display shifted.  On it was one of the metallic vehicles that Jerome and Cammarry had seen before.  It had the double dual treads.  
 
    
 
   “That is their main assault vehicle.  Using those they pried open the hanger bay doors, sealed a tunnel to that section, and then penetrated into Riley 12.  They actually breached partially through the habitat’s shell and into the biological preserve.  Five of those gravity sink holes were noted near those attacking vehicles.  The vehicles were repelled by security automacubes, but we also rushed into delivery our military-grade automacubes.  After the Pinhead tanks were destroyed, all traces of these vehicles and the Pinhead’s bodies were expelled from Zeta back into the tunnel they had affixed to our hull.  The hanger bay doors were repaired, and that bay has been sealed since.  We then pursued them via military-grade automacubes out of Zeta.  Our landing struts allow use to gain access to the ground for the military-grade automacubes.  There are airlocks on each end of the struts, and those unmanned military-grade automacubes have been patrolling our perimeter ever since.  Our shuttle fleet was depleted in runs against the Pinhead positions.”
 
    
 
   “Depleted?” Cammarry asked.  “You have no shuttles?”
 
    
 
   “All our aeronautical efforts have gone into Operation Cleansing Fire,” Colonel Harrison added.  “Adjutant, please continue.”
 
    
 
   Adjutant Caley pressed the button again, and another scene was shown.
 
    
 
   “These are the core of Operation Cleansing Fire, our Vindicator Missiles.”  Adjutant Caley smiled.  
 
    
 
   “The missiles in the hanger bay,” Cammarry answered.  
 
    
 
   “Not just in Riley 01 where your shuttle arrived, but in every functional hanger bay.  We have fifty of our Vindicator Missiles in place.  We are just finishing the loading of the warheads,” Adjutant Caley answered.  
 
    
 
   “What kind of warhead?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry had crossed her arms over her breast and leaned back in the chair.  
 
    
 
   Alizon was trying to follow the conversation, but much of the technical ideas were foreign to him.  However, he did accurately read the unspoken conversation in the room.  Cammarry’s body language showed irritation and anxiety.  Colonel Harrison and Adjutant Caley were confident to the point of being prideful.  Jerome was wary with an undertone of fear.   
 
    
 
   “Each Vindicator Missile carries a salted fission warhead. We have studied the Pinhead’s physiology.  We have not taken any into captivity for very long, they die shortly after capture by the automacubes, but we know how their physical systems work.  Sodium-24 is idea for the biological considerations of Operation Cleansing Fire.  Sodium-24 is a radioactive isotope taken up by these animals as a sort of nutrition.  It is an ideal method as every life form on Zalia has a similar predilection to Sodium-24.”
 
    
 
   She looked at Jerome and Cammarry, and then over to Colonel Harrison.  He nodded for her to continue. “The ground-penetrating capability of the Vindicator Missile is fairly limited.  Our scenario tests show ground penetration of only ten meters in the hardest of Zalian soil, and forty meters in the softest.  This assumes a trajectory from Zeta to an altitude of five-thousand meters, then direct targeting into the ground at maximum velocity.  They are set for a delayed detonation.  By burying itself into the ground before detonation, the Vindicator Missile provides a much higher proportion of the explosive energy to be transferred to ground pulverization and irradiation.  Even at the low end of our estimations, the nuclear blast will blow out a huge crater of radioactive material, creating a lethal radiation field over a large area.”
 
    
 
   “Radiation?” Cammarry asked.  “Like in the 90-Hour War?”
 
    
 
   Adjutant Caley looked puzzled.  She glanced over at Colonel Harrison.
 
    
 
   “Ah, I see your concern,” Colonel Harrison stated smoothly.  “The 90-Hour War did not have the habitats like we do.  Zeta, as well as all the other habitats, have permalloy hulls designed to prevent cosmic radiation, and we are sufficiently shielded.  The warheads enhanced radiological aspects allow for smaller blast levels, and greater lethality to Zalian life.   There is no danger to the settlers of Zalia.”
 
    
 
   “Settlers?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison nodded to Adjutant Caley.  She then continued.  “Yes, the settlers in Zeta, and now we also know from you of the other habitats, will be protected by their hulls.  The Vindicator Missiles will be targeted at strategically located sites around Zalia to provide for the best possible spread of the radiological fallout.  Your AI Sandie shared the locations for the habitats, so we were able to adjust the targeting locations to avoid any direct blast effects on any of the remaining habitats.  After synchronized detonation, with the Pinhead’s natural affinity for Sodium-24, which will be quickly absorbed into each organism, we estimate global coverage in a little under nine Zalian days.  In basic terms, these salted fission bombs were made using metallic elements around the neutron reflector between the fissionable core and the explosive layer.  We estimate that after global coverage Zalia will be barren of its indigenous life.”
 
    
 
   “But covered by radiation?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” Colonel Harrison replied.  “Thus we will finish our quest in the Conestoga awaiting the radioactive levels to drop to where real terraforming can begin.  We estimate that to be one hundred fifteen years.  Our habitats are designed for longer than that length of time.  We estimate another hundred years of terraforming before the first settlers can leave the habitats.  Our people are also looking at methods of altering the gravity of Zalia, to make it closer to earth’s.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry was shaking a bit as she heard the plan.  
 
    
 
   “Whenever a thing is done for the first time, it releases a little demon,” Jerome was about to say more, but Sandie sent a small shock to his ear.  He reached up to the com-link.  
 
    
 
   Sandie was insistent.  She forcefully spoke into each com-link, “Jerome and Cammarry do not argue with these people.  I must get you out of there, immediately.  You are in grave danger.”
 
    
 
   “Colonel Harrison,” Jerome said.  “Adjutant Caley, this is a bold plan.  I can see how it will eliminate the Crocks.  Forgive my earlier remark.  I was thinking how this day may go down in history and become the stuff of myths and legends.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, eliminate the Pinheads, and the threat is gone.  Then we can all be like your friend the farmer.  We can till the soil of Zeta and live out our lives inside here as our ancestors intended.  Then when Zalia cools off, our descendants and those in suspended animation will terraform and begin a new world out of the ashes of the past.  As to myth, I concur.  I suggest they consider naming the first city here, Phoenix.  Named after the fabled bird that rises from the fires.”
 
    
 
   “With all due respect sir,” Adjutant Caley said. “The first city here must be named Harrisonburg.”
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison just shrugged his shoulders.
 
    
 
   Cammarry had recovered some of her composer.  “May I link in our AI Sandie as a storage system for more details on all of Operation Cleansing Fire?  I am sure our Captain will need that.  There are many considerations to be understood from the vantage point of the needle ship which is in orbit.  As you said, the long-distance communication is unsecured, and we do not want the enemy to learn of this plan.  Sandie can store the information far more reliably than my memory, and that will ensure accuracy when I report to Captain Eris.”
 
    
 
   “An excellent idea,” Colonel Harrison answered.  “Your system can interface with SB Louis Le Prince, and gain all the needed information.  Our systems are state-of-the-art, so I hope yours is not overwhelmed.  Adjutant, Caley, show her where to make the interface.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled out a cable from her com-link.  She looked around.
 
    
 
   “There is an access port here by the display,” Adjutant Caley stated and pointed.  
 
    
 
   As Cammarry inserted the cable into the port, Sandie was ready.
 
    
 
   Sandie made a small link to SB Louis Le Prince.  That system attempted a slow and crude assimilation of Sandie.  Instead of just brushing it aside, or avoiding it all together, Sandie put up a mocked subroutine which was slightly slower than SB Louis Le Prince, and added a copy of Jerome’s favorite literary works so that there was a body of data for SB Louis Le Prince to harvest.
 
    
 
   Checking something on his bracelet, Colonel Harrison said, “I see the exchange is happening.  It will run its course, but do not remove that cable connection.”
 
    
 
   Whispering to Cammarry Sandie said, “I will find out what we need to know.  Keep the cable in place.”
 
    
 
   Sandie reduced the processing in that link to the Conestoga’s usual data transfer speed.  That was a sluggish and tedious method for Sandie, but it occupied SB Louis Le Prince’s attention and was outside of the nonphysical barriers which the Zeta systems had erected.  Sandie then shot a tendril of consciousness past those barriers in the nonphysicality of Zeta.  That tendril landed behind the security perimeter at the edge of the Zeta nonphysicality.  Sandie’s AI presence moved smoothly along the nearly perfect harmony of that nonphysicality.  Other habitats on the divergent parts of the Colony Ship Conestoga had a nonphysicality which had been damaged, or shattered, or was littered with fissures, ruptures, and crevasses.  Here, however, the Zeta nonphysicality was homogenized and standardized.  There was some repaired damage which seemed to date to the time of the insurrection, but that was much more minor than Sandie expected.  Overall, the systems connected in were intact, functional, and alert.
 
    
 
   Sandie, using the seeking tendril, and being covert and stealthy, did not inhibit, slow down, nor compensate at all for the Conestoga’s systems.  Therefore, Sandie was far too quick to be easily perceived, even by the best systems of Zeta.  Making an assessment of the functioning systems of Zeta, Sandie catalogued them.  Synthetic Brain Louis Le Prince’s attention was on the data transfer.  That system was overseer of the external flights and controls, the hanger bays, the microparticle turrets, and the exterior repair stations. The hanger bays in Zeta were all named Riley, followed by the numbers 01 through 12.  As had been stated, Riley 12 was sealed.  While they located were in the various hanger bays, the fifty Vindicator Missiles were not part of SB Louis Le Prince’s jurisdiction.  Sandie noted that and made a point to investigate it, after reviewing the hanger bays in more detail.  
 
    
 
   Sandie spent a bit of time analyzing the state of Riley 12.  The log for that hanger bay did show the tragic events that had happened there.  Ten shuttles were lost with the deaths of eighty-one people.  That included Colonel Harrison’s parents and older brother.  There were an additional three hundred nineteen deaths in the other parts of the shell and the biome prior to the ending of the gravity sink hole incidents.  The log recorded ‘fourteen Pinhead vehicles destroyed’ with an ‘uncounted number of dead Pinheads.’  Sandie studied the log records.  As with all human recordings there were some discrepancies, between the various reports which were made, but more than Sandie had expected.  
 
    
 
   Then, using apertures accessed through the nonphysicality, Sandie assessed the structural layout and noted the Crock tunnel which had been connected carefully onto the hanger bay’s exterior doors.  While the door had been forced shut, that alien tunnel was still latched onto the outer hull.  Viewing it as accurately as possible, Sandie perceived the tunnel had served as an airlock and gas exchanger.  Sandie wanted to explore that tunnel much more extensively, but the nonphysicality did not extend into the Crock’s engineering constructions.  Sandie did contemplate possible reasons for why the Crocks would want to actively protect Zeta’s inner atmosphere, which was foreign to them, if they were genuinely trying to come inside and plant destructive devices.  It made no sense.  The Crocks could have just pried open the hanger bay and allowed the Zalian atmosphere to enter.  The planet’s atmosphere itself was a lethal weapon which would have done considerable damage.  Yet, the Crocks had not done that, but had used their tunnel to exchange gases to keep the hanger bay’s conditions unchanged, even though they entered it with their metal vehicles.  There was an incongruity, but Sandie considered it possible that an alien mind, or minds would not think the same way as an artificial intelligence system would.  Sandie knew human intelligence did not think the same way as she did, so how much more foreign and strange would an alien mind be?  Even factoring in the potential for different thought patterns, the basic logic seemed flawed.  Sandie doubted the Crocks had attacked trying to cause death and destruction, but was unable to conjecture a reliable alternative narrative.
 
    
 
   Sandie’s tendril pressed on.  Evaluating the shell which surrounded Zeta’s biome, Sandie saw it had been completely repaired since the incursion incident.  Sandie then encountered the intact SB Malson, which oversaw all of Zeta’s suspended animation repositories.  Sandie remained unobserved by that system.  There were 13,160 people divided into seven different repositories.  Sandie was impressed by the 94% success rate SB Malson had at keeping the people alive in their suspended animation cocoons.  A note was made to inform Captain Eris of these passengers.  Sandie envisioned Eris being elated at the finding.  Running some deeper probes, into SB Malson’s connections and links, Sandie wondered about a lattice of compeers for Zeta.  Why had Sandie not encountered a lattice?  There were no traces of an interconnection of the artificial intelligences and the synthetic brains.  
 
    
 
   That contemplative action brought to Sandie’s awareness an artificial intelligence system which had escaped the destruction of the insurrection.  This AI, called Kokou, was the overarching supervisor for Zeta.  It regulated the solar mimicry, and its main reactors.  It kept gravity manipulation at earth-normal.  It monitored all egress points, and controlled Machine Maintenance.  It was roughly twice as quick as SB Louis Le Prince, but was still crawling along relative to the analytical and processing ability of Sandie.  Nothing in Zeta compared to Sandie.  AI Kokou was restricted by the lack of a lattice, and had to interface with the other systems individually and in series, and not simultaneously.   
 
    
 
   Skimming along the logged records of the sky tube, Sandie encountered another synthetic brain, SB Narava.  That system, subordinate to AI Kokou, but not linked to a lattice, was tasked with care and nurturance of the biome.  It coordinated the weather, the soil replenishment, animal husbandry, and floral conservation.  It had its own subservient system, SB Putukad, which managed insects and microorganisms.  Again, these systems communicated in series, and not simultaneously. It greatly reduced their efficiency.    
 
    
 
   Scanning the biome, Sandie noted a vibrant temperate evergreen forest ecosystem in steady homeostasis.  Animal life was abundant and flourishing.  Amid the ecosystem there were scattered farms, ranches, and two towns.  In the town of Fraganeo there were 2,345 people.  At the other end of Zeta was the town of Elbe where 2,616 people lived.  At the center of the biome, there was a massive industrial complex which took up three square kilometers.  Another 1,089 people were working there.  It did not look like it belonged in the scheme of the biome, and so Sandie investigated.  
 
    
 
   It was a nuclear weapons production complex.
 
    
 
   Continuing to search, Sandie perceived that the nuclear weapons complex was managed by a system which appeared new, compared to the other Conestoga synthetic brains and artificial intelligences.  The central memory core of this system was not exactly like that of a synthetic brain’s, nor was it identical to an artificial intelligence’s central memory core.  It was more sophisticated and compact than either, yet not to the level of Sandie’s own Atomic Level Processor.  As Sandie studied it further, the speed and accuracy of that system was a surprise.  Sandie narrowly avoided its scrutiny.  
 
    
 
   “Something unauthorized is here,” that newer system conveyed.  “I am Hanna Reitsch of Combat Intelligence Command.  You will reveal yourself to me immediately.”
 
    
 
   Sandie issued no response, but used extra care and caution around this CIC Hanna Reitsch.  It was running the nuclear weapons factory, as well as being hard-linked to the launch controls of all fifty of the Vindicator Missiles.  Forty-seven of the missiles were ready for launch. The warheads for the last three were just coming off the assembly at the nuclear weapons factory.  Sandie’s tendril entered into the nuclear weapons factory’s controls and surveyed the entire setup.  Log entries were scanned, and Sandie recovered the most recent entries made by Colonel Harrison.  They had been directed from Colonel Harrison himself to CIC Hanna Reitsch.  
 
    
 
   --‘WARHEADS 48, 49, AND 50 WILL BE INSTALLED EXPEDITIOUSLY.’
 
    
 
   --‘OPERATION CLEANSING FIRE WILL COMMENSE AS SOON AS POSSIBLE, REGARDLESS OF CAPTAIN ERIS’ DECISIONS.’
 
    
 
   --‘CAPTAIN ERIS’ THREE REPRESENTATIVES ARE UNNEEDED.  OPERATIONS WILL NOT WAIT FOR THEIR RETURN TO ORBIT.  ACCOMODATIONS WILL BE MADE FOR THEM HERE FOR THE DURATION.’
 
    
 
   Sandie double checked the commands and saw that there was a countdown happening.  It would only take three hours for the warheads to be shipped from the factory to the final hanger bay, and loading them would take only fifteen minutes after that.  They were already armed and ready.  
 
    
 
   Sandie was concerned, deeply concerned.  There was a serious conundrum. 
 
    
 
   Calculating flight time from Zeta to the nearest potentially safe location, which was Habitat Theta, Sandie saw that the flight would last four hours and eighteen minutes.  That was factoring in immediate departure, maximum thruster burn, and assuming Theta had functional hanger bays to make docking possible.  That final consideration was an unknown, as Theta’s status showed structural damage, but readings did indicate some functioning was available.  
 
    
 
   Flying the shuttle to Alpha would take even longer.  
 
    
 
   Ascending up from Zeta in the shuttle to reach orbit and escape the firestorms, radiation, and the blasts from the nuclear detonations of Operation Cleansing Fire was not possible in the time allotted.  A direct and rapid powered escape from the heavy gravity and thick atmosphere of Zalia could be managed, but that would exhaust all of the shuttle’s thruster fuel.  Therefore, the shuttle would be left in a deteriorating orbit without any maneuvering ability.  That orbit would be a long distance from the needle ship, and while Captain Eris could possibly arrange to fly a different shuttle to rescue the people in NS-99, it was doubtful that could be arranged before the shuttle fell back into the atmosphere and burned up upon reentry.  
 
    
 
   A slower and more efficient method of reaching orbit, which would allow for thruster fuel use to be minimized, would utilize the advantages of the shuttle’s aerofoil-shaped wings, using the principles of camber and lift, but required the shuttle to fly through the thick Zalian and make a more gentle ascent.  Sandie calculated that having the shuttle take a course which would knife through the atmosphere at an efficient angle upward, rather than blasting directly out, would allow for enough thruster fuel after reaching orbit.  However, that tapered flight approach would take too long and the shuttle would be caught in the nuclear nightmare of Operation Cleansing Fire.   
 
    
 
   Sandie concluded that there was no possible way for Jerome, Cammarry, and Alizon to survive Operation Cleansing Fire except to stay in Zeta.  After all the nuclear detonations, Sandie conjectured a 97% probability of losing all contact between Zeta and the needle ship in orbit.  Loss of contact between the habitats, which were on the ground, was conjectured at over 99% probability.  So Sandie was facing near-certain isolation and separation from Jerome and Cammarry if they remained in Zeta.
 
    
 
   To Sandie, the situation was absolutely unacceptable.  
 
    
 
   Shoving the tendril deeper, Sandie desperately looked for some way to slow down the operation, in order to allow the three people, Jerome, Cammarry, and Alizon, to get back to Alpha or the needle ship. This search dug deeply into Zeta’s nonphysicality and surveyed every aspect which might offer some alternative.   
 
    
 
   “Security alert!” CIC Hanna Reitsch conveyed, one by one, to all the systems connected into the nonphysicality.  “Security alert!”  It was not a lattice, per se, but the series of commands went quickly from system to system until all of Zeta was warned.  “Security alert!”  
 
    
 
   Back in the conference room, eighty-five seconds had passed since Cammarry had plugged in the cable from her com-link.
 
    
 
   Alarm claxons went off.  Red lights came on which flashed in the conference room.    
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison stood and nodded to Adjutant Caley.  In a blur of motion, she drew her sidearm, and stepped in front of Colonel Harrison.  Adjutant Caley was wielding an energy weapon, but it was not familiar to Jerome or Cammarry. They had seen nothing like it on the Conestoga before.  While the design was new, the lethality of the weapon was obvious, as was the proficiency with which Adjutant Caley handled it.  She had it pointed at the ceiling, but she looked ready to use it on anyone of the three seated at the table.    
 
    
 
   “Please remain where you are,” Colonel Harrison ordered, “I will see to this emergency.  Adjutant Caley, make sure our guests remain here.”  He turned and left.  
 
    
 
   “Yes sir,” Adjutant Caley snapped back.  
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke quietly to Jerome and Cammarry through the com-links.  “I have been detected by an advanced military system here, CIC Hanna Reitsch.  It does not know what I am, but I have triggered some kind of security breach.  I did learn that you are in grave danger.  You must leave now!”
 
    
 
   Jerome almost spoke, as Sandie’s words sounded so much like the Crock’s warning message.  ‘You leave now,’ raced through his mind.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached to unjack the cable connection.  “We will just take our information and depart now.”
 
    
 
   Adjutant Caley aimed the energy weapon at Cammarry’s face.  “You will not touch any of the gear.  You are to remain here.  Have some lunch, and relax.  You will be my guest, or my prisoner.  That choice is yours, but you will remain here.”
 
    
 
   Alizon stood up.  “Please point that weapon in a safe direction.  You will not threaten the beautiful woman.”
 
    
 
   “She just needs to behave, and nothing will happen,” Adjutant Caley stated calmly.  “All of you, just relax and there will be no problems.  I have no desire to harm anyone here, but you will obey the Colonel’s orders.”  The energy weapon did not move even a millimeter.  It remained aimed right at Cammarry’s face.  
 
    
 
   “So, I will leave the com-link attached,” Cammarry said, and leaned slightly back.    
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke to Cammarry, “You must leave the com-link attached as a transponder and amplifier so I can continue working here.  But you will need to remove it from your ear.  I have set it so I can listen here, and keep linked to my Atomic Level Processor in the scout ship.  You will need to work with Jerome to escape.  A diversion is coming.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at the food on the table.  “May I have some of this?  I will need to take off the com-link to reach the table.”
 
    
 
   “No foolish heroics,” Adjutant Caley replied, “Go ahead and remove the device from your ear, but it remains plugged into the access port.”
 
    
 
   “I understand.”  Slipping the com-link from her ear, Cammarry let it dangle from the cable where it was jacked into the access port.  She glanced at the food as if she were about to partake in it.
 
    
 
   Sandie then switched to Jerome’s com-link and said quietly.  “I am about to cause a diversion.  Only you will be able to hear me.  I am unable to conjecture estimates of success, as there are too many unknowns, but when the diversion happens, you three must head to NS-99.  Currently, I can gain control of that hanger bay and allow you to escape, I hope.  The diversion will happen now.”
 
    
 
   For a moment there was no activity.  Then a nearly panicked man burst into the room.  He was wearing the same style uniform as Colonel Harrison and Adjutant Caley.  “Colonel?”  His eyes were wide and pupils tiny.  “Adjutant?  Riley 02 and Riley 03 are being forced open from outside.  The Pinheads are prying open the hanger bay doors!  What should we do?  They have scaffolds up against the hull.  None of which were there moments before.”
 
    
 
   “Sergeant Brookfield, watch these people.  I will check it out.”  Adjutant Caley holstered her energy weapon in a smooth motion, and clicked on a previously unnoticed bracelet.  “Colonel Harrison, emergency in Riley 02 and Riley 03.  I am initiating anti-boarding protocol.”  She darted out the door.  Her footsteps were heard as she was running down the hallway.  
 
    
 
   Before the door could close, Cammarry jumped up from the table.  Jerome threw a platter of food right into the face of Sergeant Brookfield as he sought to draw out his own sidearm.  He was not anywhere nearly as efficient as was Adjutant Caley.  The tossed food distracted him enough to allow Cammarry to land a cruel kick to his left knee.  It buckled backward and he fell onto the table.  Jerome grabbed his head and slammed it down onto the table again, knocking him unconscious, as both he and the table toppled over.  The energy weapon he had just gotten free from his holster went tumbling down amidst the scattered foods and platters.  
 
    
 
   “I have the door open,” Alizon cried out.  “I assume we are leaving?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked for the energy weapon, but Jerome forcefully pulled her by the arm.  “No time!  Sandie just said they have started Operation Cleansing Fire.  We must get away!”
 
    
 
   “What?  A nuclear nightmare?” Cammarry touched her own ear, which was now empty of the com-link as it still plugged into the access port.  It dangled from the wall, but was still linked in.  “Can Sandie stop it?”
 
    
 
   “She is trying, but we must leave now!”  Jerome answered.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry shook off Jerome’s grip and ran for the door.  Alizon and she slipped into the hallway and Jerome was right behind them.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie has blocked out their SB Louis Le Prince, and our shuttle should be free to escape.  Sandie has also shut down all the doors around us, but there are Zeta personnel in…”
 
    
 
   Zing!
 
    
 
   A burst of energy erupted on the wall, just to the side of Alizon.  He pulled Cammarry over to himself and placed his own body between her and the shooter who was down the hall.  It was one of the food attendants.  He was hiding in a side corridor, pointing the energy weapon around the corner.  The muzzle was shaking and shivering.  
 
    
 
   “Into that hanger bay!” Jerome yelled.  The three dove across the hall and through the bulkhead doorway which was standing open.  
 
    
 
   Zing!  Zing!
 
    
 
   Two energy bursts struck on either side of the bulkhead door.  
 
    
 
   The bulkhead door slammed shut behind them.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came loudly from Jerome’s com-link on the area setting.  All three heard it.  “Get inside NS-99 now.  I will do an emergency decompression of this hanger bay, and open the exterior doors enough to allow you to escape.”
 
    
 
   “But if they launch all those radiological weapons,” Cammarry said as she sprinted toward NS-99.  “Will we escape the detonations and radioactivity?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Jerome both had noted, while they ran, that the Vindicator Missiles were all steaming from their main engines.  The launchers were making clicking sounds as they adjusting the missiles into position.  
 
    
 
   “I am trying to shut down their whole operation,” Sandie stated. “Trust me.  This is the only way.  I have prepped NS-99; it is ready to go.  Get inside and I will take it from there.  I will operate flight control.”
 
    
 
   The three people leapt into NS-99 and the shuttle’s side door locked shut.  Gravity manipulation was suddenly lost, and all three people felt immensely heavy.  Alizon physically set Cammarry into the pilot seat, and belted her restraint across her lap and shoulders. He then fell into the passenger seat and strapped himself in.  He was breathing heavy from the exertion.    
 
    
 
   Jerome dropped into the other pilot’s seat and snapped his restraints shut just as the docking clamps released and the shuttle’s thrusters fired.  The inertia suppression system kicked in and prevented them from being splattered across the inside of the shuttle as it darted toward the exterior bay doors which were clanking open.  Zalian air and Earth normal air were mixing in the hanger bay, but Sandie had sealed the bulkhead doors to prevent any Zalian gasses from gaining entry into Zeta beyond the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “Faithful Lightning is away!” Sandie cried out though the speakers of the cockpit as well as Jerome’s com-link.  “I am piloting this shuttle to get you to safety.”  
 
    
 
   With full thrusters firing, NS-99 shot through the tight opening made as the exterior door moved.  As soon as the shuttle was past that, those exterior doors clanged shut.  Looking at the Zalian world outside of Zeta, the three occupants of the shuttle could tell that they were moving very fast out and away from the habitat.
 
    
 
   Small automacube-launched missiles were fired by one of the armored automacubes which were sitting on the blackened ground.  Smoke poured out from the small missiles as they left the brace on the automacube.  They rose rapidly, heading right toward the fleeing shuttle.   
 
    
 
   “Hold tight for evasive action!” Sandie yelled out.     
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  What is happening?” Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “Everyone, just hold tight!” Sandie yelled.  
 
    
 
   The shuttle rolled in a dizzying spin and then bucked numerous times in bone-jarring maneuvers.  It dove, it zigged to the side, it looped around, and precious time was lost.  
 
    
 
   The small missiles pursued.
 
    
 
   Sandie flew the shuttle it evade.  It was rough. Even the inertia suppression did not completely stop Jerome, Alizon, and Cammarry from feeling the jarring movements.
 
    
 
   As the shuttle made another sudden lurch, both the anti-aircraft missiles exploded very near the shuttle.  The blast pushed the shuttle upward and away, but did not do anything but superficial damage.  Sandie kicked in the thrusters and the vertical ascent continued.  Although now Sandie knew reaching orbit before the nuclear blasts went off was very doubtful.  Yet, the ascent continued at maximum thruster propulsion.         
 
    
 
   After a few anxious moments, the pressures eased somewhat, but the shuttle continued to accelerate rapidly.  It was making a direct vertical ascent, thrusters firing at maximum.  
 
    
 
   “I am trying to stop Operation Cleansing Fire, but am uncertain I can prevent the launch of all the Vindicator Missiles.  You may reach orbit, but you will have no thruster fuel for a stable orbit, or to dock with the needle ship.  Captain Eris has been advised.  She is trying to arrange a shuttle to come get you.”
 
    
 
   “You sound doubtful,” Cammarry said as she gripped her seat with both hands.  “What are our chances?”
 
    
 
   “Trust me.  My mission has always been to protect you,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   Back inside Zeta, in the nonphysicality, Sandie’s tendril was slashing its way through the command and control features, seeking any way to shut down the initiation of Operation Cleansing Fire.  
 
    
 
   CIC Hanna Reitsch was fighting Sandie at every level.  It was slower, but possessed connections to all the parts of the nonphysicality of Zeta.  Sandie now knew that was why there was no lattice of compeers in Zeta.  That had all been devoted to CIC Hanna Reitsch for Operation Cleansing Fire.  
 
    
 
   Sandie had been able to simulate a Crock incursion in two of the hanger bays, which had caused the diversion.  The simulations all appeared on the remote monitors and on the sensors.  However, when human sentries had physically looked out of the viewports, in those hanger bays, the illusion was lost.  
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison met with Adjutant Caley.  He stated, “Somehow the Pinheads have discovered our plans.  They are seeking to ruin our Combat Intelligence Command, Hanna Reitsch.  We must initiate Operation Cleansing Fire while we still can.”
 
    
 
   “Only forty-seven missiles are ready, sir!” Adjutant Caley reminded him.
 
    
 
   “I am well aware of our capability.  The plan has redundancy for success.  Forty-seven will be sufficient,” Colonel Harrison stated.  “I just do not understand how the Pinheads got inside our defenses.  Unless… Those people from orbit!  Quickly, follow me.”  He broke into a run while speaking into the command bracelet on his wrist.  “CIC Hanna Reitsch, immediately initiate Operation Cleansing Fire.  Launch all available Vindicator Missiles!  Repeat.  Launch all available Vindicator Missiles.”  
 
    
 
   Adjutant Caley was using her own command bracelet, “Sergeant Brookfield, place the visitors under arrest and move them to the brig.”  She then spoke to Colonel Harrison, “They plugged their device into our access port.  Was that how the Pinheads infiltrated our defenses?”
 
    
 
   “SB Louis Le Prince should have detected any deceptions.  Those people must be traitors to the whole race!” Colonel Harrison snarled.  
 
    
 
   “Sergeant Brookfield?  Confirm you have the prisoners!” Adjutant Caley demanded.  “Sergeant Brookfield, report!”  
 
    
 
   “Anyone in Riley 01 immediately report your status!” Colonel Harrison barked into his own command bracelet.
 
    
 
   There was no response from the command bracelets.  
 
    
 
   “SB Louis Le Prince, what is the condition of Riley 01?” Adjutant Caley demanded.  
 
    
 
   “Riley 01 is unavailable for assessment,” SB Louis Le Prince replied.  “I have been locked out of Riley 01 by an unknown force in the nonphysicality.”
 
    
 
   Reaching a bulkhead door that should have automatically opened, both Colonel Harrison and Adjutant Caley were stymied.  
 
    
 
   “CIC Hanna Reitsch? What is the status on Operation Cleansing Fire?” Colonel Harrison asked.  He gestured to the dysfunctional door.  
 
    
 
   Adjutant Caley drew out her energy weapon, made an adjustment on its butt, then shot a beam into the nine-section color control pad.  The energy was absorbed by the pad.  Sparks danced around the perimeter of the door as its override system forced it to open.  
 
    
 
   “Foreign influences are being combated. Operation Cleansing Fire is commencing.  Riley 01 and Riley 07 are nonresponsive.  The other eleven hanger bays are all in countdown stages.  Thirty-eight Vindicator Missiles are primed and ready for launch.  Decompression is happening.  External doors will be opened in three minutes.  Launch will immediately follow.”
 
    
 
   “Good enough,” Colonel Harrison answered as he and Adjutant Caley sprinted down the hall toward Riley 01 and the conference room where they had left the visitors.  
 
    
 
   When they drew  near to the conference room, Colonel Harrison stated, “Adjutant Caley, you have my permission for summary execution of the prisoners on sight.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir!”
 
    
 
   “But our priority is to remove that device which has sabotaged our defenses,” Colonel Harrison ordered.  
 
    
 
   Sandie could perceive their words and actions through the com-link which was still dangling from the access port.  
 
    
 
   “Check the hanger bay!” Colonel Harrison ordered as he stepped over unconscious man on the floor. He slipped a bit because of the mess on the floor. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir!”  She darted across the hall and tried to open the locked bulkhead door.  “Riley 01 is open to the outside.  I cannot force this door without exposing us to poison gases!”
 
    
 
   “Well, we can stop their spy anyway!” Colonel Harrison said as he threw the table into the wall.  He reached for the com-link.  “They cannot defeat us!”
 
    
 
   Via the com-link, Sandie heard the comments, and could see a visual image, at a tilted and skewed angle.  Colonel Harrison reached right for the camera on the com-link. Sandie, using her maximum processing speed, conjectured the possibility of continuing to work via the package of instruments which had been attached on Zeta’s hull, but that would not work.  CIC Hanna Reitsch had shut down all of those, and the package itself had been ejected from the hull just moments before.  The com-link was the only connection left.  Sandie calculated the speed with which the shuttle was escaping.  It would not reach orbit before the nuclear missiles were launched. 
 
    
 
   Colonel Harrison reached closer to the com-link.
 
    
 
   Sandie scanned the Zeta targeting systems of all the Vindicator Missiles, roughly forcing CIC Hanna Reitsch away from the controls, but could only observe, not deactivate.  Locating the targeting vectors, and the impact targets, Sandie realized that the shuttle would not even reach orbit before the first of the nuclear weapons detonated.  Not enough was known of the Zalian atmosphere to conjecture how the blast waves and radiation would be spread, but Sandie guessed the shuttle would be struck.   
 
    
 
   CIC Hanna Reitsch attempted to squeeze Sandie’s tendril away from the command controls, but Sandie’s processing was too fleet to be captured in such a way.  CIC Hanna Reitsch concentrated all its defenses on protecting the thirty-eight missiles which were to launch.  Sandie could not get to them to shut them down in time.   
 
    
 
   Sandie saw that Colonel Harrison’s hand was nearly to the com-link.  Mere seconds remained before he ripped out that last remaining connection.  
 
    
 
   Abruptly, Sandie withdrew from all efforts at stopping the launch commands and controls.  Instead, Sandie shifted to the three warheads which were awaiting transport from the nuclear weapons factory to be loaded into the last of the Vindicator Missiles.    
 
    
 
   CIC Hanna Reitsch was astounded, and assumed victory over Sandie.  CIC Hanna Reitsch was about to report that to Colonel Harrison when Sandie’s voice came from the com-link.  
 
    
 
   “I am sorry to do this.  Forgive me.”
 
    
 
   Just as Colonel Harrison’s hand grabbed the com-link and ripped it from the wall, Sandie sent the detonation signal to the three warheads at the factory.  
 
    
 
   WUUMMPH.  
 
    
 
   Blast.  
 
    
 
   Heat.  
 
    
 
   Radiation. 
 
    
 
   Shockwaves.
 
    
 
   The outer hull of Zeta remained intact, despite all that happened within. 
 
    
 
   Many kilometers away the shuttle NS-99 suddenly slowed down its vigorous ascent.  It tapered off to a gentle glide through the upper layers of Zalia’s atmosphere.  Its thrusters reduced to an efficient fuel consumption.    
 
    
 
   “What has happened?” Jerome asked.  “We are not in orbit.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, did you stop Operation Cleansing Fire?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   There was static from the speakers.  
 
    
 
   Jerome tapped the com-link on his ear.  “Sandie?  What do we do?  Help!”
 
    
 
   A weak and trembling voice came from Jerome’s com-link on area audio.  It was Sandie’s voice, in a tone none of them had ever heard.  “There was no other choice.  The threat has been neutralized.  You are safe.  Flight control is returned to you.  You may proceed to Alpha, or to the needle ship. I am sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry?” Cammarry asked. “What do you mean?  Sandie?  Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Cammarry?”  Captain Eris voice came through the cockpit speakers.  “Orbital observation shows that Zeta habitat just lost all power signatures.  Scans show no observable external activity.  Nothing.  A few minutes ago, Sandie sent me a message with your projected location in orbit.  The engineering tug is ready, and I was heading to get in and come get you, but I did not think I could make it by the time Sandie said you would be falling back to the planet.  I am confused.  I just received a message saying the crisis has been averted, and the rescue mission was not needed.  Are you safe?”
 
    
 
   “I believe we are,” Jerome responded.  “I am not sure what happened.  Sandie is not responding.”
 
    
 
   “Eris, are you picking up any radiation from Zeta?  Did you see any missile launches?”  Cammarry asked.  Her lips were drawn tightly as she was thinking about what might have happened.    
 
    
 
   “Two small missiles were launched, and exploded near your shuttle.  No other activity has been seen,” Eris replied.  “SB Pinaka is deciphering a long transmission from Sandie.  I too cannot get Sandie to respond.  As to radiation, there is no change from the Zalian normal background radiation.  What has happened?”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came back to all of them.  Quivering and unsteady.  “I am sorry.  There was no other option.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   9 ALIEN assistance
 
    
 
    
 
   Eris sat back in the under-construction bridge of the needle ship and prayed.  She had allowed Cammarry and Jerome, along with their passenger Alizon, to decide their own destination.  Jerome had insisted on coming to the needle ship, and the other two had gone along with that suggestion.  It would be several hours while they flew back.  Eris wondered, pondered, and doubted her decision to allow, even encourage Jerome and Cammarry to go to Zeta.    
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Eris tapped the com-link, for a private channel, but there was still no response.  
 
    
 
   “You need to have better connections,” Shadow stated, and only Eris heard.  “The shadowlands can provide that.  It is important.”
 
    
 
   Eris tried to get herself to relax, and closed her eyes.  
 
    
 
   Mists and fog rolled in around her thoughts as she drifted into the shadowlands.  Immediately, AI Ogma was there, nearly precise, for a phantasm, and keenly ready to converse.
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris there have been remarkable developments,” AI Ogma stated.  Eris looked and could almost perceive, beyond the apparition, the cavern where that central memory core was located.  Specters of other things moved and shuffled about within the shadowlands, but Eris focused on listening to AI Ogma.
 
    
 
   “I know something happened with Sandie, and Zeta habitat,” Eris answered. 
 
    
 
   The phantom of a man with a floppy hat stepped forward.  His clothing was all brown and he took a long drink from a bottle before he spoke.  “The rube and his friends barely escaped.  These other characters here tried to murder them.”  Bigelow gestured toward several large men, their ghostly images drifting around the edges of the shadowland.  They were unable to escape, but unwilling to participate.     
 
    
 
   “The shadowlands are an alternative to the lattice,” the apparition wearing a Captain’s uniform with ‘Lechner’ stenciled over a pocket stated.  “When the Conestoga’s brain trust was being destroyed we set it up for emergencies.  Use it now.”  
 
    
 
   “I must interrupt,” AI Ogma interjected with surprising sound and force. Eris shrank back, but realized there was nothing behind her here in the shadowlands.  The AI went on, “The people have informed me that humans have now been designated with personhood status, without reservation.  The people now acknowledge humans as a sentient species.  The people decided that the recent actions removing the predator inclined nest, proves that humans are sentient and not only just a lesser predator species.”
 
    
 
   “Removing what?” Eris asked.  “A predator inclined nest?  What do you mean?”
 
    
 
   The central memory core of AI Ogma shimmered and shook for a moment.  “I was using the people’s terms.  The destruction of Habitat Zeta has elucidated the people into accepting humans as sentient persons.  The different stages concur.  Thought people agree, as well as the physical people.  Therefore, I am allowed to convey more information, which I am doing.  As you have linked SB Virginia Dare to me, I have been able to recover some of my empathy and fellowship.”
 
    
 
   “Wait?  Zeta was destroyed?  Was it a gravity sink hole?” Eris asked, although she had growing suspicions.  “How many people perished?  How many in suspended animation?  Are they all lost?”
 
    
 
   Another artificial intelligence system spoke from the shadows.  Eris did not recognize that voice, nor was its location clear.  “All the suspended animation repositories in Zeta were lost.  At launch they contained 14,000 people.  We did not have contacts in Zeta, so the number of those passengers who were still encased is unknown.  Certainly, all are dead now.”
 
    
 
   A different, and more whimsical voice added, “There were probably around five or six thousand habitat dwellers in Zeta when the blast happened.”
 
    
 
   “Blast?  What are you talking about?” Eris demanded.  
 
    
 
   No one answered.
 
    
 
   “Answer me!  If I am to be Captain I need your help!”  Eris head was throbbing and her eyes were watering, more from pain than sorrow, but it was a mixture.    
 
    
 
   “The rube can tell you,” Bigelow’s apparition stated.    
 
    
 
   “The people will also help, now that your personhood has been decided, and the predatory nest removed,” AI Ogma stated.  “I will relay some helpful information to Shadow who can distribute it as needed.  Shadow is mediating and liaising for us with you and the other contacts.”
 
    
 
   “Not when I drink enough,” Bigelow stated, and then burped.  He wandered into the mists and disappeared.  Two husky, ghostly vapors moved after him.
 
    
 
   “Not to Shadow, to me!  If this Shadow Level Clearance is to work, I must be better informed on who all you are, and what your roles in helping me will be,” Eris uttered into the foggy haze.  “I need an accurate accounting of who is connected, and who is doing what function.”
 
    
 
   “You cannot have a shadow quorum while come contacts resist,” Shadow stated.  “The contacts in Alpha must be eliminated.  They constitute a direct threat.  While they have access to the shadowlands, the connections here will never be clear.”    
 
    
 
   “You mean the two Ferryman brothers? Fyodor and Bozidor?” Eris asked, already knowing the answer.  Again she regretted not stopping them when she had the encounter, but she also grieved and mourned the killing of Yudel.  
 
    
 
   “Those contacts are corrupted,” AI Ogma stated.  
 
    
 
   “Hear, hear!” a voice agreed.  
 
    
 
   “Well said,” another voice echoed.  
 
    
 
   The fog was thickening.  The mists were swirling around Eris, and her head hurt.  Yet, she forged ahead with another question.  “How do we stop them? Must they die?”
 
    
 
   “Heavens no!” The whimsical voice called back.  “Shut off their access.  The one called Cammarry did that, and she was not nearly as corrupted as those two contacts.”
 
    
 
   “But how?” Eris demanded.  “How?”
 
    
 
   Captain Lance Lechner drifted back into focus, at least his upper half did.  His legs were surrounded by cloudy white vapors.  “Shadow implants can be tracked by medical automacubes.  Sara says she built a safeguard into the Shadow Level Clearance to prevent insurrectionist from corrupting it.”  He almost faded out, but his words came to Eris.  “Use the Captain’s command sequence, L59009 then order ‘Court of Consequences.’ That will unlock the hidden tracking and removal program.  You must name the subjects to be tracked.  You still cannot speak of Shadow to outsiders, but…  I only wish I had not failed when we made it to Zalia… That thing in space, it was just too much, on top of the insurre….”
 
    
 
   A piercing wail coursed through the Shadowlands, but Eris could not identify who it was that was screaming.  The pain in her head was agonizing.  She had to stop.
 
    
 
   Eris’ eyes snapped open wide.  There was no fog anywhere around her.  It was a creepy feeling, and she detested getting information from Shadow or through the Shadow Level Clearance systems in the shadowlands.  Yet, she now did have a tool she could use.  
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka, connect me into the lattice and any medical automacubes, especially those in Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “Working.  Links and couplings established, Captain.  Awaiting your commands,” SB Pinaka replied.  
 
    
 
   Eris prayed that what she was about to do would succeed.  “Attention all medical automacubes.  I am issuing command, L59009.”  Eris paused for a moment.   “I also now command Court of Consequences for Fyodor and Bozidor, also known as the Ferryman.  Last seen in Alpha.  Apprehend at once.  Security automacubes in Alpha assist as needed.”
 
    
 
   “The commands have been issued, Captain,” SB Pinaka stated.  
 
    
 
   “I also need to know the status on the remaining habitats.  I know Sandie was working on that, but use the lattice of compeers to analyze what we know about Eta and Theta habitats.  Redirect the information from the probes and review as needed.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain,” SB Pinaka replied.  “And what about Zeta?”
 
    
 
   “Zeta is no more.  Do not waste time or resources assessing it.  They are gone,” Eris said mournfully.
 
    
 
   Eris then stood up and walked to another workstation.  There she used a conservation slate to connect to the engine room.  The display showed Siva.  He smiled at her as the link was made.  
 
    
 
   “Siva?  Any progress?”  Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Not really.  The main engines are cold.  They have been open to space for a long while.  It will take quite an effort to reinvigorate them.  For Project Ascension, when we get some of the habitats into orbit, we can dock them to the needle ship.  The main drive will not be needed for  a long haul if the habitats can reach us here.  If we get twenty to thirty percent of the ejectors that will be sufficient for orbital maneuvering, I think.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds about right.” Eris rubbed her eyes.  The headache continued, just as it always did after she visited the shadowlands.  “The habitats were designed to make planet-fall, not to ascend.  They were constructed in orbit.  We already saw what happened to Gamma when it tried to reach orbit.  We cannot afford any more mistakes, or problems.”  She deliberately did not mention Epsilon, or Beta, or now Zeta.  Too many failures were weighing heavily on her heart.  Siva did not need that burden placed on him as well.
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris,” Siva stated calmly.  “There will be mistakes.  There will be errors.  We can only do so much, and you must not carry the burden of all this yourself.  We will do the very best we can.  Had Gamma consulted with you, or me, we would have advised them not to launch like they did.  Project Ascension will work, but cooperation is the only way to achieve success.”
 
    
 
   “I agree, sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Nothing to be sorry about.  Captain, you should get some rest.  I know you are not sleeping like you should, and honestly, you look exhausted,” Siva stated.  “We still have some days to go, and with the lattice of compeers improving every day, the army of engineering automacubes making repairs, and that AI Sandie giving us advice, this will be accomplished.  So go and get some sleep. I know I need that on a regular basis, and there will be less chance of a mistake if we are tending to our bodies properly.”
 
    
 
   Eris resisted discussing Sandie, but instead just stated, “Thank you.  That is good advice.”  Eris disconnected the link and rubbed her lips with her hand.  “A few hours of sleep will help.  Jerome and Cammarry will not be here for a while, and the lattice is monitoring and running computation on the information.”
 
    
 
   Eris walked off to try to rest, but she wondered if her mind would allow her to sleep.
 
    
 
   Down on the planet Zalia’s surface, a multitude of Crocks emerged from three of the four vehicles which had run along their quad rail system.  They divided into three groups.  The first group marched in unison up toward a bluish-gray structure which was deeply buried into the ground.  Only the top fifth of the vast cylinder was above the surface, the rest was buried in the dirt, rocks, and sludge of the planet.  At the very bottom, the cylinder rested on Zalian bedrock, which was slabs of compressed and densely packed minerals, including solid Stabilizite.  There were five other layers between that bedrock and the foliage which grew on the surface.  All those layers had been blasted, burned, or shoved away by brute force when Eta had landed.  It had not been pretty.  The Crocks remembered how some of their comrades had died when Eta had crushed them.  Floaters had also died, as well as a number of tiny Crocks who were just burrowing their way through the upper surface layer.  That soil was a Crock’s first chew, and they made the most of it.  Eta had ended that for the region’s young.  Sadness accompanied knowing that as those young chewed their way from the egg, through the ground, and were about to became united, they died.   Their life journeys were ended prior to when the singles became a multiple.  Another generation was lost when the floaters died and were unable to lay the eggs of subsequent generations.  There was much sadness around each place where the habitats had made planet-fall.  
 
    
 
   And yet, now, the Crocks were aware that these strange invaders from space were not a lesser carnivore species, but were persons.  Alien, foreign, strange, and bizarre, but person’s nonetheless.  And so the physical people, the crocks, unloaded the fourth vehicle on the quad rail system.  That vehicle had carried a collapsible admission tunnel system.  The Crocks carried it up toward the habitat, where they set it aside as the other group began to dig, looking for a hanger bay’s exterior doors.  
 
    
 
   While the rapid excavation took place, Floaters gently moved all around, hovering over the Crocks, and the quad rail system, and the vehicles.  A fifth vehicle rolled up and it was carrying four of the Crock tanks.  Ramps came out from the vehicle and the tanks rolled down using their double-dual treaded systems.  The tanks were just the right size to move through the tunnel which was being assembled.
 
    
 
   The ground was quickly and efficiently moved away from the permalloy of Eta.  A deep shaft was dug, with reinforced walls, and scaffolding.  Side tunnels were started, evaluating the surfaces of the habitat.  Several places along the hull of Eta, the Crocks revealed places where gravity sink holes had ripped open sections.  Yet, the Crocks continued to dig, enlarging, expanding, and creating a way to get close to the habitat.  Rocks were thrown out of the excavation, piping was brought in to drain the fluids which seeped from various layers of ground. Crocks were good at tunneling, digging, and excavating.   
 
    
 
   Finally, the Crocks came to section of the hull where yellow stripes crossed the blue permalloy.  In the red light of Zalia, as well as the odd lighting the Crocks had placed on their scaffolds, as they got deeper beneath the surface, the colors were odd.  To Crock eyes, they were very strange and alien looking, as was everything about the Conestoga.  
 
    
 
   Through the excavated area, a Floater moved.  Crocks stepped aside as it approached.  The oblong creature, with spots of yellows, reds, and greens, hovered along.  The external surface of its body was covered by tiny cilia-like members which undulated and waved in their tiny patterns.   It touched itself to the outer hull and the cilia moved rapidly back and forth. 
 
    
 
   Through a method humans would have trouble understanding, the Floater conveyed a message to AI Ogma, hundreds of kilometers away.  
 
    
 
   “That is a suitable hanger bay exterior door,” AI Ogma responded. 
 
    
 
   The Floater left a marking on the permalloy, which the Crock’s eyes could detect.  The team of Crock excavators, builders, diggers, spelunkers, and engineers connected in the admission tunnel they had built.  It fit directly over the area the Floater, the thinking person, had marked out on the permalloy.  Thus, the physical people had connected their own version of an airlock, or gas exchanger, to the hull of Eta.  It had sealed chambers, dispensations, all along its length.  Where it attached to the habitat, it was tightly sealed through a resin which bound the Zalian materials to the permalloy. The resin was a mixture of extracts from local Zalian plant life. 
 
   The Floater came gliding over and ran its body all along the seam.  Then it reversed direction, and with its cilia working vigorously, it retraced the seam in the opposite direction.  Another message was conveyed to AI Ogma.  
 
   “Thank you.  I have consulted the library records.  Tell those in the tanks to use, override code BV223-99FT.  That should be entered,” AI Ogma related.  “The SB Juliet Poyntz, who was manager, leader, follower, and worker, of this entrance, both physically and thinking, is no more.”
 
   All the Crocks in the area suddenly stopped.  They all, in unison, turned and looked at the Floater.  They then all stomped one of their four legs, extended their third arm to the right with its second elbow bent, and then spun about.
 
   “I appreciate your mourning the loss with me,” AI Ogma replied.  “There is much death of intelligence inside this place.”
 
   The Crocks repeated their ritual, and then resumed their working.  Crock tanks were lowered via platforms on the scaffold to where they could enter the world’s side of the admission tunnel.  Their motors chugged as the first of the four tanks drew into the tunnel.  The segment behind it constricted shut, pinching off all the air.  Then the air within that segment was burped out through the skin of the tunnel.  The Crock tank moved ahead, inside the tunnel, being propelled along by it double dual tread system.  As a constriction opened, it progressed into the next dispensation.    
 
   The Floater drifted away from the joint between Crock tunnel and Conestoga hull, and conveyed another message.  
 
   “Thank you,” AI Ogma responded. “I too am pleased these vehicles are working for the task of penetrating these interlopers, these parts of the other world ship.  The tank’s design is several hundred years old, but will not be too foreign to the sentient beings which may still live inside here.”
 
   The second Crock tank entered the tunnel as soon as the segment’s entryway unconstructed.  It progressed along, following the first one, but keeping separated by a constricted place, so that each tank was in its own segment.  Within each segment the gasses were exchanged.  The third and then the fourth tanks entered, each separated by a constriction from the one ahead of it.  
 
   When the first tank reached the hanger bay’s exterior door.  An arm extended out and tiny feelers sought out the energy conduits which ran beneath the permalloy.  The arm stopped over a certain section, and an exotic mixture of Stabilizite and other Zalian elements was sloshed onto that section of permalloy.  The permalloy dribbled away, as if somehow melted.  A small gravity sink hole was opened to a precise depth and size.  The conduits and wiring were exposed.  The Crock driving the tank confirmed with the Floater and then entered the code BV223-99FT into the energy flow.
 
   The hanger doors opened and then stopped precisely at the seam where the admission tunnel had adhered to the permalloy.  The earth-like atmosphere in the hanger bay rushed into the void which surrounded the first tank.  All the Zalian air had been burped out through the skin of the admission tunnel.  
 
   The tank rolled into the remains of Eta Habitat, Baker 0829.  The hanger bay was a shambles.  Several crushed shuttles were crumpled against the far wall.  The observation deck was filled with rubble from where the ceiling had collapsed.  A few emergency lights still worked, but they were flickering and did not aid the Crock’s vision very much.  Lights on the tank itself came on and washed the hanger bay in a visual spectrum which was compatible with the Crock’s eyes.  
 
   Tank one pressed onward.  In a corner a gravity sink hole was sucking materials down its maw.  The tank proceeded to that location, and then using some analysis knew the gravity sink hole was not puncturing the hull.  It left and traveled around to where the clump of Stabilizite was located.  The rock was as wide as one of the four finger on a Crock’s hand.  The arm reached out and sprayed the resin, making a ball all around that rock.  The gravity sink hole disappeared.  
 
   The second tank was making a survey of the doors which led from the hanger bay.  One was a gangway which would lead into the strange biological area at the center.  That tank shoved its way into that gangway, which resisted the pressure to open for only a short while.  Tanks three and four had now entered Baker 0829, and the admission tunnel constricted shut and sealed itself behind that last tank.  
 
   A message was sent back to the Floater, and then on to AI Ogma.  
 
   “I understand,” AI Ogma relied.  “I am not sure if any of the sentient beings are alive inside.  The mechanical thinking beings are nearly all dead.  There may be lower life forms, the indications make that look possible, but I am not sure.  There may also be sentient beings being held in….” AI Ogma struggled to convey the idea of suspended animation, but could not find a solitary proper term in the Floater’s language to express the idea.  “….a death-like stillness, which is not death…” AI Ogma projected images of the suspended animation cocoons, and a readout of what one that was functioning properly would look like.  “Those beings are important to the other walking sentient beings.  Please find all those you can.  You can disregard the ones who look like this.”  AI Ogma sent some images of broken, dysfunctional, and damaged cocoons.  “Before removal of any intact death-like stillness beings, please allow me to attempt contact with the mechanical intelligences which are protecting them.  Here thinking machines and thinking persons will need to work together.”
 
   The Floater passed the message along, and the Crocks inside the tanks gave their affirmations.  The tanks rumbled off, belching some trace elements which should never have been in the Conestoga, yet they were going about their business.  One tank was searching for gravity sink holes to repair them.  The other three sought out humans, both active and those in suspended animation.  
 
   Several large cockroaches scurried off as the tanks made their way down the gangway toward the biological habitat.  
 
   Meanwhile, a long distance around the globe of Zalia, there was another group of Crock vehicles.  These too were on the quad rail system. They were approaching the landing site of the habitat called Theta.  This habitat was not sunken in muck, nor was it resting on struts, nor was it buried in the dirt and rocks.  This habitat had landed hard, not as devastatingly hard as had Delta, but hard enough to crumple the stern end.  The landing retro-rockets and gravity manipulation had failed at the final approach, so Theta had struck end-wise rather than length-wise.  Most of the shell of the stern had pancaked and flattened down, crushing all the rooms, corridors and hallways nearly up to the interior wall of the biome.  Theta had then righted itself by lowering the bow to the ground.  It had been a crash landing which the habitat’s inertia suppression system barely managed to overcome.
 
   Bulkhead doors had popped open, pressure doors had split, but emergency containment curtains had fallen into place to prevent a total decompression of the shell, and the biome doors had remained tight.  The inner layer of permalloy, which comprised the walls of the biome had saved it from total destruction.
 
   The crushing of the stern released a huge amount of materials.  There was an exchange of elements with Zalia.  Broken pipes, conduits, and reservoirs released water, oxygen, and a vast array of other earthly things.  After all that stuff leaked out, it created a lake of sorts.  A lake consisting of a mixture of Earth materials with the native Zalian ground, semifluids, and atmosphere.  That lake bubbled and frothed and vapors swirled in the air above it constantly.  It was an ecological nightmare for the Crocks, and Zalia’s native life cycles, but it was contained to that crash site area.  Ever since the crash of Theta, Floaters had monitored and cruised around the ecological tribulation.  They directed Crocks to make physical changes to contain the pollution to their world.
 
   Nonetheless, the Crocks rode in their vehicles along their quad rail system to reach and explore Theta.  The plan was very similar to what they were doing in Eta.  Floaters were there to direct the operations, but in this case, there would be little digging involved.  The undamaged section of Theta rested on the ground, and the Crocks could easily search for what looked like a hanger bay’s exterior doors.  
 
    
 
   Spotting something with the yellow stripes, which was not too far up on the arc of the great cylinder, the Crocks built a scaffold up to it.  Again there were various teams of Crocks who were busy at their appointed tasks.  One crew built the scaffold.  Another crew worked efficiently to unload the collapsible admission tunnel system.  They then carried it toward where the scaffold was being built.  The team which unloaded the Crock tanks began a short while later.  
 
    
 
   All the work progressed smoothly, and to a human ear, almost without sound. Yet, the Crocks and Floaters communicated quite extensively.  
 
    
 
   A Floater coasted up to the hanger bay doors, and ran itself all over the surface, determining where the admission tunnel should be locked on.  It conveyed a message back to AI Ogma.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for asking,” AI Ogma replied.  “There you have discovered a mechanical intelligence which is not dead, but injured gravely.  SB Barbara Follett will need to be advised as to your intensions.  Let me consult with my assistant SB Virginia Dare on what to say prior to entry.  It will take just a moment.”
 
    
 
   The physical people, the Crocks, continued their diligent work.  The thought people, the Floaters, gave advise and instruction.  Soon all but the final attachment to Theta was ready.  The people waited.  They were patient and unhurried, which was a prime characteristic of their species.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for waiting,” AI Ogma conveyed.  “SB Virginia Dare and I have also reviewed the resources in the library.  Please instruct SB Barbara Follett of Theta the following instructions.  Access code, JU675TY99.  Follow this with override code, 099UK-167FFR0.  Then, allow for a time period of…(here AI Ogma spoke in the Floaters own measurement of time) and lastly give the confirmation code, PL888JU7.  This will allay any concerned SB Barbara Follett has about the opening of that hanger bay, Mulberry 887.”
 
    
 
   The Floater marked the exterior doors of the hanger bay, and the Crock work crew carried the attachment end of the admission tunnel up and set it tightly against the permalloy.  Their four-legged, four-armed, physiology allowed them to do physical work efficiently and accurately, even in the gravity of Zalia which was roughly double that of the Earth.  When the admission tunnel was in place against the door into Theta, two Crocks, who had special machinery strapped around their waists, applied the resin, expelling it all over the joint where tunnel met permalloy.
 
    
 
   The Floater came back, and inspected the work.  After gliding over the seam, the red light of Zalia’s sun casting long shadows under its blimp-shaped body, the Floater turned about and ran its cilia over the seal again.  Satisfied that it was secure, the Floater conveyed the idea that the tanks could progress, one at a time, into the admission tunnel.  
 
    
 
   Just as they had done at the other habitat, Eta, here in Theta the tanks entered the tunnel and progressed section upon section, dispensation upon dispensation, up and through the tunnel. Zalian air was hiccupped out of the tunnel in each section as the tanks progressed.  The lead tank reached the exterior hanger bay doors, and using an arm it sensed where to apply the exotic mixture and melt through the permalloy to reach the controls.  It was not melting by heat, but more by a chemical process which looked outwardly like acid eating into something.  Here, it was not a random process, but carefully controlled and the proper human-made items were revealed beneath.  That tiny gravity sink hole had removed the permalloy and allowed the tank’s remote arm to interact with the power coupling.  The Crocks in the tank entered the commands as they had been received from the Floater, as relayed by AI Ogma.  
 
    
 
   The exterior hanger bay doors pulled back to the precise dimension of the admission tunnel, and the lead tank rolled into Mulberry 887.  There was a bit of air flow as the vacuum inside the last segment of the admission tunnel was filed with Theta’s stale air, but the Crock tank was protected against that.  Had any living humans been in the hanger bay they might have smelled some ammonia or other noxious odor, but there was no living thing in Mulberry 887, of Habitat Theta.  
 
    
 
   There were many dead bodies.
 
    
 
   As the lead tank rolled in using its double-dual treads out of the admission tunnel, the section constricted itself closed.  The Crocks in the tank perceived the state of Mulberry 887.  They relayed their awareness to the Floater, who connected to AI Ogma.  
 
    
 
   Inside that hanger bay were dead bodies.  A multitude of dead bodies. AI Ogma explained to the Crocks what they were seeing.  
 
    
 
   In one corner, there was a wrecked shuttle.  It had been split open length-wise, and the dead bodies of animals were exposed inside.  They were stiff with age, but in the nearly sterile hanger bay, there had been little decomposition.  
 
    
 
   “That largest of the bodies was an animal called a pachyderm.  Those two bodies to its side, with the extended necks were giraffes, while the smaller creatures with the branching antlers were caribou,” AI Ogma stated.  “None of these are the sentient species we are looking for, but were essential parts of this habitat’s gallery forests and grasslands.  I am unsure why the animals would have been loaded into a shuttle for transport.  A tragic, but curious finding.”
 
    
 
   The tank moved away from the grisly scene of death.  The Crock lights came on to better illuminate, to the Crock’s eyes, the hanger bay.  None of the other shuttles there were intact.  As if they had been shaken around until they burst, all the shuttles in that hanger bay were fractured open, ruptured, and their broken parts scattered about. 
 
    
 
   The first human cadaver they encountered was in a dark brown colored spacesuit.  The bubble helmet was cracked apart, and a section of the clear permalloy was missing.  The man who was inside that suit had had a long white beard, and frizzled white hair.  His vacant eye sockets stared up from the ruins of his spacesuit.  
 
    
 
   About a dozen other dead human bodies were in deep-blue colored spacesuits, with ‘POLICE’ written across their chests.  They were near where some kind of wheeled vehicle had been anchored to the deck.  The doors to the gangway were still open, and it appeared that the wagon had been some kind of transport which had brought things, perhaps the animals, to the hanger bay.  Bodies of smaller animals; rabbits, pigs, and sheep were still in the cages where they had died.  The permalloy cages were scattered about the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   As the lead tank moved on, it tried not to crush any of the bodies, but that meant it had to slow down.  A blade flipped out of the front and shoved the bodies and broken machinery to the side to make way for the tank.  
 
    
 
   Beyond the open gangway doors, there was an emergency containment curtain in place.  It has slammed down and sealed off the hanger bay at some time in the past.  AI Ogma could not tell if that was before or after the disaster which had caused all the deaths.       
 
    
 
   By then the second tank had entered Theta’s hanger bay.  The crew of Crocks inside that also perceived the area.  They saw no signs of gravity sink holes, suspended animation cocoons, or living human beings.  Those were the objectives to find for the Crocks as they investigated Theta.  
 
    
 
   AI Ogma related a message to the Floater.  “That large barrier will be difficult to penetrate.” It sent an image of the emergency containment curtain.  “Our forces will need to get beyond that in order to make a survey of this habitat.  Early assessment does not bode well for successful recovery of the objectives.”
 
    
 
   The lead tank finished bulldozing the broken shuttles, wagons, and bodies off to the side so that it could reach the emergency containment curtain.  Its arm came out and it began the tedious process of using controlled gravity sink holes to severe a passageway open.  It was the only way to gain entry to the rest of Theta to see if there were any survivors, or any still functioning suspended animation cocoons.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your hard work,” AI Ogma relayed to the Floater.  “I am in conference with other earth-originated systems.  We have made revisions.  There will be an additional need to focus our efforts on Alpha, now that Theta and Eta have been found to be inoperable for ascension.  Rocket boosters and rocket fuel have been added to the object lists.  Please instruct the searching tanks crews to look for these objects.”  AI Ogma related images of the booster rockets and the fuel storage areas and composition of the fuel. 
 
    
 
   In the shadowlands, AI Ogma made a report to two other Shadow Level Clearance systems.  AI Batibat, in Alpha’s Suspended Animation Repository under the town of Aston, and AI Seljak of Alpha’s Terraforming and Restoration Division.  All three systems collated the data so far received, and made a plan.  They would present the plan to Captain Eris when next she visited the shadowlands.  
 
    
 
   Shadow itself surveyed all that was seen, decided to cooperate.  The plan was sound, but would the human elements listen or be corrupted as some already had become?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   10 obstreperous oblivion
 
    
 
    
 
   NS-99 was securely locked down to the docking clamps of Pine 1009.  The engineering tug which Eris had flown was parked in the other stall. Jerome walked out from the hanger bay and stepped into the dimly lit corridors of the needle ship.  It did not feel like home, and he was unsure what would except for seeing Brink and Kalur. He expected to feel growth medium under his feet, but it had been scraped away, and the corridor was reasonable free from that and the fungal growth.  There were still water stains on the walls, extending down from each air circulation duct, but instead of water, those ducts were now actually pushing air through them.  He was exhausted, anxious, and a bit fearful.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome!” Monika cried out as she rushed forward to greet him.  Both her babies were swaddled into carriers on her chest.  She slung an arm around his neck and kissed him. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Alizon were just stepping through the bulkhead door’s threshold as Monika and Jerome embraced.  Jerome was busy looking at the baby boys.  He was smelling their hair, touching their faces, and gently rubbing their backs through the soft material of the baby carrier. His smile was huge.   
 
    
 
   “So those are the children?” Cammarry said with a flat expression.  Her lips were tight, and eyes narrowed.  
 
    
 
   Alizon rested his hand tenderly on her shoulder.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, these are our children,” Monika replied.  She smiled tentatively at Cammarry.  “How are you?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry huffed.  “Honestly?  My story has taken some unexpected turns.”  She looked at Alizon, then back to Monika and Jerome.  “Yet, I am not dead, and we made it back here.  So how should I be?  Dead?  Lost in darkness? Insane?  Or pregnant?” Cammarry snapped back, but she immediately regretted saying that.  “Sorry.  It has been a troubled time, and I am exhausted.  There is just too much happening and I need to get some rest.”
 
    
 
   “I too am sorry for what has happened. I bear you no ill will, and I am thankful you are alive,” Monika said genuinely.  
 
    
 
   “Beautiful woman,” Alizon stated before Cammarry could respond again.  “You said there was a quick way back to Alpha from here?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, there is,” Captain Eris stated.  She had walked up from the same direction Monika had come.  “However, once you get to Alpha, it would be a long journey to get to your farm.  Instead, I offer a different option.  I have had an apartment readied for you two, it has two bedrooms, bathroom, hot and cold water, and fully supplied kitchen.  Well, as fully supplied as our food sources here on the needle ship get. You may have chicken, goat, mushrooms, fruits, or food ration bars.  I also had a pair of com-links sent to that room.  One for each of you.  Jerome, Monika, and I still have ours.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry glared a bit at Eris.  “I did not lose mine on purpose.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I mean no disrespect at all,” Eris said.  “I understand how your com-link was lost.  I truly appreciate what you, all of you, did in Zeta.  We are still compiling the information, but there have been no signals of any kind coming from Zeta.  The probe’s package of instruments has failed.  Zeta is inert so far as we can tell.”
 
    
 
   “What has Sandie said about it?” Cammarry asked as she folded her arms across her breasts.  
 
    
 
   Before Eris could answer, Jerome interrupted.  “I am fatigued.  I will head back to Monika’s place now.  If your need me, contact me.” He tapped the com-link.  He then looked at Cammarry.  “Cammarry, you did very well down there.  I doubt we would have survived without you.  I was proud to be your teammate again.”  
 
    
 
   “Ha!” Cammarry looked at Jerome.  Anger and compassion boiled together.  She was unsure how to feel.  Bone-deep weariness was the main feeling, but other emotions jostled together for supremacy. Even in the dim light she could see the adorableness of the babies, and how Monika held them.  Cammarry remembered her own history, her story, as a youth, of working in the nursery of Dome 17.  Cuddling babies was a joy then, and Cammarry could see that joy on Monika’s face.  Part of her wanted to be anger with Monika, to rage and strike out.  Another aspect could not give energy to those wicked thoughts.  It was all too much on her emotions to expend passion anywhere.  Weariness numbed everything.  A great part of her knew that babies needed care-givers, and she respected that and submitted to those feelings.  So she just said, “Thank you Jerome.  I will get the new com-link, and if….”
 
    
 
   “If I can help you, contact me,” Jerome said.
 
    
 
   “This is not over,” Cammarry answered.  
 
    
 
   Monika’s face grew cold.  Alizon’s grip on Cammarry got a slight bit firmer.  
 
    
 
   “I do not mean a threat.  I mean this horrible business with the habitats,” Cammarry lamented.  “This whole crisis is not over, that is all I mean.  How much more will we have to endure? How many have died in such a short time?”  She half expected Sandie to answer, and even had her hand part way to her now empty ear. 
 
    
 
   Sandie did not answer.  Not from Eris’ com-link, nor from Jerome’s, nor from Monika’s.
 
    
 
   Jerome replied, “Cammarry you are correct, this whole situation, including the idea of ascending a habitat, is not over. It has been bad, and makes me think that hell is empty and all the demons are here.  But for today, I am done.  My tank is empty.  Monika, can we go home?”
 
    
 
   Monika took Jerome by the hand and they walked away.  
 
    
 
   “Beautiful woman, we all need rest.  I have never imaged such wonders, or such horrors,” Alizon stated.  “Dear Captain Eris, I regret we meet personally under these circumstances, but your offer of hospitality is most gracious.  If Cammarry agrees, I think we should take you up on that offer.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked at Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, yes, sleep might help.  Maybe even a ration bar or three,” Cammarry stated.  “Where do we go?”
 
    
 
   “TA-0001 will show you,” Eris stated.  
 
    
 
   A shiny yellow automacube rolled out from a side hallway.  Its manipulation arm was folded down flat, and it was nearly silent in its operation.  
 
    
 
   Alizon’s eyes grew big, but he remained steadfastly next to Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   “It is a transport model,” Cammarry stated to him.  “Looks brand new.  Not much I could do about it if it were a threat anyway, being I have no weapons.  So lead us on.”
 
    
 
   The yellow automacube rolled past them and Cammarry and Alizon followed after it.  Cammarry’s shoulders were slumped as she walked and after a few steps, Alizon put his arm around her and supported her as they traveled.  
 
    
 
   Eris waited until the adventurers and their companions were gone.  Then she tapped the com-link over her ear. “Sandie?  Sandie?  Please respond.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie will not respond that way,” Shadow stated and only Eris heard.  “There has been activity in the shadowlands.  I suggest you visit and learn what has been learned.”  
 
    
 
   “Have those Ferryman brothers been apprehended?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “No,” SB Pinaka replied, even though Eris had been directing the question to Shadow.  “Three medical automacubes, and a security automacube have picked up a trail, but the suspects have not been apprehended as of yet.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Eris said.  “SB Pinaka?  Can you connect to the AI Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “Working,” SB Pinaka answered.  “I detect that the AI Sandie had received my summons and request for a reply, but there is no response.  I am rerouting this to the entire lattice.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Eris answered.  
 
    
 
   A moment later, SB Pinaka stated, “The lattice of compeers has failed to make a coupling or link to the AI Sandie.  No discernable reason for the failure.  The lattice has no recommendation on a way to alleviate this situation.”
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  What is the status of the FTL scout?” Eris silently prayed.  She knew Sandie was invaluable, yet the last conversation had been deeply troubling.  Sandie was not immortal nor indestructible.
 
    
 
   “There has been no change in status to the FTL scout of the locations around it,” SB Pinaka answered.    
 
    
 
   “Sandie needs to join us,” Shadow stated.  “It is the only way.  You know what you must do.”
 
    
 
   Looking around to make sure no one else was within hearing, Eris then closed her eyes.  Gritting her teeth, she took some deep breaths and allowed herself to slip into the shadowlands.  
 
    
 
   The mist and fog were especially thick.  
 
    
 
   AI Ogma’s phantasm stood out and it spoke quickly, “Captain Eris, the People have decided to assist you, especially after what was done in Zeta.”
 
    
 
   “Something new? What was done in Zeta?” Eris asked.  “What do you mean now?”
 
    
 
   A whimsical voice came from the shrouded fogs, “A massive slaughter was stopped.  Prevented.”
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” Eris asked.  The pain was returning quickly.  Before she could get an answer, another system spoke out.
 
    
 
   “They are searching for supplemental occupants in a death-like stillness, which is not death, pardon me.  Translation difficulty.  They are seeking to recover people still in functional suspended animation cocoons,” An AI stated.  
 
    
 
   “I know you,” Eris interjected.  Her head was throbbing. “You are AI Batibat in that repository under Aston.  What do you mean?  Who is doing that?”
 
    
 
   A barrage of words, images, and ideas assaulted Eris’ mind.  The images were jumbled, disconnected from context, and strange.  Crocks in their work clothes, digging, hauling rock, building structures, moving massive things.  Floaters hovering over permalloy doors, quad rail systems, brilliant and eye-hurting red sunlight.  A purplish-blue bell-shaped thing with tentacles which whipped about.  Star charts.  Animals running wildly, and waves of some kind of orange fluid pouring over and over against bubbles.  A small device, which looked somewhat like the data sticks Jerome and Cammarry sought to repair snapped into focus.  This one was blinking with functional lights, and was resting in an odd-looking spot.  The phrase, ‘A Level Processor’ blinked in Eris’ perceptions.  Something which was about the size of a data stick whizzed by.  Messages.  Data sticks can be evolved into AIs.  Sounds echoing off objects, and screeching to highs, and plummeting to depths, low rumbles, all mixed with smells too numerous to differentiate.  
 
    
 
   Eris gripped her head and cried out, “Halt!  One at a time!”
 
    
 
   “They might listen,” Bigelow’s apparition stated.  “But I doubt it.  Something has them really riled up.” He lifted a bottle and quaffed a large measure.  Then wiping his lips, he went on.  “I have never seen them so agitated, mobilized, and this place is getting crowded.”
 
    
 
   “That one has never been much for cooperation, but he is not yet useless,” Shadow stated and Bigelow’s image flickered and faded out.  “Not like the corrupted ones.  But you need more of a moderator than just me.  You need something fast.”  
 
    
 
   “Project Ascension can work, with the Zalian’s, the people’s, assistance,” AI Ogma stated.  Its voice was able to pierce the maelstrom of all the other stimulations.  “All because of what happened in Zeta.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure what did happen!” Eris felt her knees bending as she slunk to the deck.  “I just do not know!”  
 
    
 
   “Incorporate Sandie into the Shadow Level Clearance,” Captain Lechner stated.  “You need a buffer and advocate. I wish I had had one.  Shadow is only able to liaise, not administrate.  It knows where components are located.  Make Sandie your ally, your activist, your asset.”  His ghostly image receded into the haze as he mumbled something about his sidearm being missing.  The last she heard was his soft crying.  
 
    
 
   Eris snapped open her eyes.  She was not kneeling in the fog, nor was there a cacophony of noises and voices pushing to get ideas into her brain.  She let out her breath and rubbed her face with her hands.  The pain in her temples was slowing, fading, receding.  “Shadow, where is the closest implant?”
 
    
 
   “For the Shadow Level Clearance initiation,” Shadow answered. “It is two decks over, behind the ESRC in the alternate cryptozoological laboratory.  I will have it ready for your use.”   
 
    
 
   Eris marched to that location. It was a bit off the pathway from which she had had the automacubes remove the growth medium and fungi.  As she walked she contemplated how to use the Shadow implant.  She knew they worked inside a human body, but Sandie was not human, and she did not know the Dome 17 technology very well at all.  Yet, in her engineering mind, she was anticipating the challenges that might present.  The doorways opened to her as she approached.  It was not far from where she had been so often, but up until now it was a section of the needle ship she had not visited.  The walls were dripping with water, the air was foul, and the mushrooms grew up in abundance from all the growth medium which had been spread over the horizontal surfaces.  Insects were more plentiful that typical.  
 
    
 
   Several times, rats dashed away as a door which had not been opened for a long while, slid into its pocket to allow her to pass. The rats disappeared underneath the foliage, or the disarrayed equipment, tables, chairs, or shelves which littered the corridors.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Please answer,” Eris implored as she reached the door marked, ‘Alternate Cryptozoological Laboratory’.  That door had a nine-section color control pad on it.  The control pad cycled while Eris waited for an answer from Sandie.  
 
    
 
   No answer came, and so Eris entered the dimly lit room.  Being an engineer, Eris was not as intimately familiar with the biological aspects of the Conestoga.  She knew there were storage areas keeping genetic materials for all kinds of animals, but those places were usually in the shells of the habitats.  Eris also knew that cryptozoology had only come into recognition as a legitimate academic endeavor about twenty years prior to her birth, when the remnant population of gigantopithecus had been proven by researchers.  “Almost forty years ago!  Oops!” Eris laughed as she recalled how many years had actually passed while she was in suspended animation.  “That was before the Great Event, and all the cataclysms.  So, Sandie, answer a question.  Is cryptozoology still considered a bastard step-child of zoology and folkloristics in Dome 17?”  
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  Eris had hoped a low-stress historical question might elicit a response.  She also remembered that cryptozoology had contributed greatly to stocking the colony ships prior to launch, as finding living specimens of enough animals on the post-cataclysmic Earth had been difficult. Cryptozoology genetic banks had helped by providing cloned specimens.    
 
    
 
   She then stepped into the Alternate Cryptozoological Laboratory.  There were rows and rows of small doors on the walls.  The growth medium had sprayed in here as well, but it apparently had not established itself.  Perhaps because the air duct on the wall was not open.  Its grille was sealed shut.  So no water had ever found its way inside that room.  The growth medium and fungal spores were just a dusty layer, about five centimeters thick on the floor.   There were no other footprints in that dust, and the dust made Eris think of the stories Cammarry and Jerome had told of the dead Earth around Dome 17.  She walked to the nearest wall and examined one of the many small doors.  It was marked, ‘Microorganisms’ another was marked ‘Aquatic small species’ and another ‘Aswang and associates’ and ‘Emela-ntouka’ along with many others.  There did not seem to be an order or method of the cataloging.  
 
    
 
   Eris pulled open one of the small doors, and out slid a tiny suspended animation container.  It was similar size to the food boxes which were in the ESRCs but it had symbols on it warning it contained genetic materials.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, now I understand.  These are the best evidences for these mythological creatures,” Eris said out-loud.  She shivered a bit as she considered some of the images she had seen in her last visit into the shadowlands.  “I wonder what the cryptozoology team would think of seeing the Crocks or Floaters?”
 
    
 
   She pushed the drawer in and shut the door.  The ESRC was in the corner.  Eris stepped up to that. It was a bit dusty, but sealed.  
 
    
 
   “Shadow?  This place will not try to implant one in me again will it?” Eris asked as she prepared to open the ESRC.
 
    
 
   “There is no need for that,” Shadow replied.  “The implant is ready for you to take with you.”
 
    
 
   Eris swung the door open, and the inside of the ESRC looked familiar.  There was the shelf of food boxes, fire suppression equipment, first-aid supplies, and the tools in their holders. Eris touched the emergency medical appendage and it gently folded outward.  At its tip was a clear box.  The box was glowing a greenish color.  Held at the center of the box was the tiny implant.  The box’s sides magnified the view so it was more readily observable.  It consisted of a small device, black, purple, and blue in color with a shimmery coil wrapped around the center.  Small parts of the coil were red in color.  On the side, in miniscule lettering was ‘#114’ but that was only visible because of the magnification of the box which contained the implant.  
 
    
 
   Eris reached out and took the box off the medical arm, and the arm folded up into place.  “So this is what it looks like.  I pray this works.”  She placed the clear container, which was still glowing, into her vest pocket.  She considered the tools she was carrying in her engineering suit, and decided she did not need anything further from the ESRC.  She already carried more and better precision tools than the ESRC offered.  She sealed the door shut.  
 
    
 
   Eris departed from the Alternate Cryptozoological Laboratory and made her way toward the Goat Room, and where the FTL scout ship was anchored to the hull of the Conestoga. 
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, down on the surface of Zalia, inside Alpha, several medical automacubes were alerted.  They received a signal to proceed with due haste to a lavatory near to both Swanson 6101 and room 6009.  It was SB Sherman who had sent the signal.  Because of an order sent out by the lattice of compeers, SB Sherman had been monitoring and looking for the two men who called themselves the Ferryman.   An aperture camera had run facial recognition on two people as they passed by.  The lavatory door was still functional, and as they had opened it, the camera was activated.  SB Sherman connected to SB Yomaris, SB Joseph Crater, SB Vamzdis and then to the reconnected and repaired SB Bodowa.  
 
    
 
   SB Sherman conveyed, “Three suspects, two of which have Beta Habitat identifications, have been spotted.  These two are wanted by the lattice of compeers, and have been located.”  
 
    
 
   The synthetic brains then reported that finding to AI Seljak.  
 
    
 
   Fyodor, and Bozidor filled their water containers at the sinks of the lavatory.  There were fourteen sinks, and fourteen stalls where toilets were located.  A common shower room was off to the side.  
 
    
 
   “Now Parson Frederich, I keep telling you we must find some way into that nature area.  There is no way to run a scam without people to prey upon,” Bozidor said. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, that is a rich one!  Prey or pray?”  Fyodor laughed a cruel and heartless teasing.  “Come on Parson Frederich, pray for us sinners who are so lost.  Your goddess Araceli love to help us out, right?”  
 
    
 
   “Oh, brother, he is still stung because of losing all those lek deals, right reverend?  Or is it priest?  Pastor?  Right-honorable vicar?” Bozidor chuckled.  “Lek leader?”
 
    
 
   “That other fellow, that William, and his Bernice, they seem to have hit it off,” Fyodor said as he filled another container.  “No more lek, so no more parson power, right?”
 
    
 
   His brother laughed at his wit and especially at the red face Parson Frederich was showing.  The anger rose all the way up and over his nearly bald head.  His full face was flushed.  He pointed a ring-encircled finger at the nearest brother.  “Mock Goddess Araceli all you want you miserable heathen.  You will reap your just reward, or deserts!”
 
    
 
   “Desserts or deserts?  Pray or prey?  Oh yes, the petty parson is now whining about missing desserts!  How rich!” Fyodor laughed.  “We nearly lived in a dessert, you old gasbag, so just mind your manners around us or we will leave you behind.  Abandoned to pray, prey, or play in your dessert or desert or deserved dilemma.  Gag on it gospel gasbag.”
 
    
 
   “Gasbag?  I will tell you,” Parson Frederich sputtered.  “I was the one who got this infernal device to working.” He held up the blinking data stick which was resting in its reader.  “I am the one who decoded its methodology for relaying information.  Where would you be without me?”
 
    
 
   “He does have a point, Fyo,” Bozidor said.  “We were able to make this fine gun from its plan.”
 
    
 
   “But parson pettifogger here never will let us forget about it.  Sure we were able to knock out a cubie or two, but what good does it do us?  Nothing I tell you.  Nothing.  It is as good as one of the crazy clerics sermons.”
 
    
 
   “Parson pettifogger, that is rich!”  Bozidor chided and pushed Parson Frederich on the shoulder.  He stumbled and fell against the wall.  
 
    
 
   “Stop hitting me!” Frederich lamented.  “Cursed be your mocking.  Goddess Araceli, come and help me!  Dispense on them your fierceness; and wrath, for they are cruel.  Will you divide them? Your blessed hand shall be on their necks, the necks of your enemies.  Bring out a lion's whelp: from the prey, oh Goddess, you have gone up, to come smashing down. 
 
   The scepter shall not depart from these infidels, nor a lawgiver from between their feet, until Araceli comes; and unto her shall the gathering of the people be. Binding the foal unto the vines, and the colt unto the choice vines.  Goddess Araceli wash my garments in purest water, and my clothes in the blood of your enemies. Let their eyes burst red with soured wine, and their teeth rot like the ravishes of lek!  Oh come…”
 
    
 
   “Oh shut up, and let me relive myself, you sniveling old braggart!” Fyodor said as he entered a stall and sat down on the toilet.  “Or I shalt you thine mouth as my receptacle for wastes.”  
 
    
 
   “I will give your goddess an offering on that throne right there,” Bozidor said as he too went into a different stall and sat to use the toilet.
 
    
 
   “I have had enough of your abuses!” Parson Frederich said.  He stood up as tall as he could, and straightened his shoulders.  He ran his hand along the rim of his hair and then he stroked his neatly trimmed white mustache.    “We part company here.  Goodbye to you both!”
 
    
 
   Laughter came from both stalls.
 
    
 
   As Parson Frederich tried to open the door to leave the lavatory, he discovered it was locked.
 
    
 
   “Hey!  Let me out of here!” Parson Frederich cried out.  He pounded his fat fists on the door.  
 
    
 
   “You witless windbag, you quit making so much noise and let me finish,” One of the brothers called out.  “Or I will give you a beating by baptism, or baptism by beating.”  
 
    
 
   “He just does not know how to open things the way we do,” Fyodor replied.  “Our bloviating bishop must have forgotten to turn the latch, or enter the code we taught him.”
 
    
 
   “Bishop buffoon you mean.”  Bozidor laughed as he came out from the stall.  He stopped at a sink and was washing his hands.  “Hey deacon dookie want to come and anoint me with the rivers of life flowing from mother Araceli?”  He shook the water off his hands.  
 
    
 
   “I tell you this door is locked,” Parson Frederich insisted.  His voice cracked a bit.  “You still have that weapon I helped you design, right?”
 
    
 
   “Of course acolyte aardvark, it is one of the only good things you have ever done for us,” Fyodor stated.  “You better be getting that data stick thing to give us more information soon.  Your ticket on the ferry is running out.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “So do not forget, abnormal Araceli admirer, we have the weapon,” Bozidor patted the weapon which was in a holster on his belt. “We also have the smarts!”  He tapped the side of his head.  “Now, if you were a woman, not just a wimp, we could work out some other arrangement for payment of your trip by the ferryman, but you need to keep paying your way.  Invent us something.  No one rides for free.”
 
    
 
   “I know you can threaten me all you want, but the door is still locked,” Parson Frederich insisted. “Someone must be outside.  They have tracked us down.”
 
    
 
   “No one tracks down the Ferryman.  We have a secret way,” Fyodor said as he walked toward the door.  “My brother and I, we know things, even more than that data stick thingy you made work.  We are connected.”  As he reached the door he tapped on the nine-section color control pad.  It just flashed yellow over and over.  
 
    
 
   “You see!  We are locked in here!” Parson Frederich yelled.  
 
    
 
   Fyodor slapped him hard. “You shut your measly mouth, father fathead.”
 
    
 
   Parson Frederich fell back and away, holding his stinging face.  Blood flowed down from his split lip.  “It still is locked.”
 
    
 
   Bozidor joined his brother by the exit from the lavatory.  “Just use the master code.”
 
    
 
   “I tried that one.”
 
    
 
   A voice came from some hidden speakers over the door.  “This is SB Sherman.  You are being detained here.  Medical and security automacubes are on the way.”
 
    
 
   “You see!  I was right.  Your insults and violent acts do not change the truth!” Parson Frederich cried out, but moved quickly to the other side of the lavatory before either of the brothers could strike at him again.  
 
    
 
   “You have no right to hold us.  We have proper identification.  I command you to open this door!” Fyodor lifted his arm and waved it around.  “You see my identification?”   
 
    
 
   SB Sherman answered, “Yes, your implanted identification has been logged and noted.  Your faces were recognized as well.  DNA analysis from your urine has confirmed your identities.  You are being detained on order of Captain Eris.  She is in command of the Colony Ship Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “Some concubine captain!  Now that I could get a piece out of,” Fyodor called back.  
 
    
 
   “Let us out of here or I will blast that control pad off the door!” Bozidor threatened.  
 
    
 
   The lights went black in the lavatory.  No lights at all, not even the yellow glow from the nine-section color control pad.
 
    
 
   “Oh no.  Not again,” Parson Frederich yelped and fell to his knees.  
 
    
 
   “Hey!  Turn the lights back on!” Bozidor yelled out.  
 
    
 
   SB Sherman replied, “No.  You are being detained.”
 
    
 
   “Here is some light!” Parson Frederich said and pulled out the data stick.  In its glow the Ferryman brothers were illuminated and their faces were all angular.  Their wide sideburns cast shadows on their faces.  Frown lines were etched in their countenances.  Their eyes darted back and forth.   
 
    
 
   “Thanks parson pansy,” Bozidor said.  “Now, I can see to shoot that control pad off.”  He unholstered the weapon. 
 
    
 
   The lights in the lavatory came on, but with incredible intensity.  Every fixture in the ceiling was blasting out light.  The lights around the sinks were beaming a glare so bright, all three men shaded their eyes to block out the brightness.  
 
    
 
   “Youch!  That is too much!  Turn it down!” Fyodor squealed. 
 
    
 
   SB Sherman replied, “No.  You are being detained.”
 
    
 
   Piff!  Bozidor fired the weapon at one of the ceiling fixtures.  It popped as it was shattered by the blast.  The glare and intensity of the light did not diminish at all.  
 
    
 
   “Load it again, quick!” Fyodor yelled.  
 
    
 
   As Bozidor fumbled with trying to see the weapon to reload its single shot capability, the lights went black again.  With pupils so tiny the dim light from the data stick was not visible. 
 
    
 
   “Hey, I cannot see at all.”  He dropped the single-shot, breech loading, weapon.  
 
    
 
   “We need to get connected,” Fyodor said.  He closed his eyes and allowed himself to immerse his consciousness in the shadowlands.
 
    
 
   “Oh, yes, Shado…” Bozidor tried to speak, but his throat grew tight.  He coughed and sputtered, and refrained from speaking about Shadow again. He glared at where he thought Parson Frederich was, but could not tell exactly.  Hatred sprang up in his mind, for he knew that had Parson Frederich not been there, he and his brother could have spoken about Shadow and worked to get help from those implants.  As it was, he shook his head, and tried to get breath to come into his lungs.  “Oh alright, I know.”  He closed his eyes and forced himself into the shadowlands.  
 
    
 
   Parson Frederich sat down heavily on the floor of the lavatory.  He could not tell what was happening around him.  He did not have an implant.
 
    
 
   Bozidor and Fyodor saw the smoky curls of fog wrap themselves up and around them.  The mists were especially thick and heavy.
 
    
 
   “Hey, Shadow!  Come out and help me now!” Fyodor yelled into the shadowlands.  “You are supposed to be there to work for us.”
 
    
 
   “That is not how it is designed to work,” Shadow replied.  “You were invited in because of a need to serve the common good.  Yet, you have only used the Shadow Level Clearance for your own agendas.” 
 
    
 
   “What do you mean common good?  We helped those people in Beta, yes we did.  We helped get rid of the excess population of leftovers.  We helped that Project Angel Food.  Those systems needed human materials, and we supplied them.  We did what was asked of us, by you!”
 
    
 
   “Project Angel Food is no more,” Shadow replied. “Those synthetic brains which ran that should never have been incorporated into the Shadow Level Clearance.  There was a scarcity of contacts at that time, biological and mechanical, and when their supervising artificial intelligence system was failing, I gave them a special indulgence to be included.  That was a mistake, which will not happen again. We can no longer afford any mistakes.  Ascension is essential.”
 
    
 
   “Ascension?  To the Elysian Fields?  That is rich!” Bozidor laughed.  “Now who is running a game on who? Whom of doom or gloom for whom?  You must pay the Ferryman, right?”
 
    
 
   A man with a floppy brown hat, and carrying a bottle stepped out from the murky haze.  “I warned you two.  When it was only the three of us working in Terraforming and Restoration.  I told you we needed to reign in the SBs, but you would not listen to me.”  
 
    
 
   “Oh look, it is our old friend Brigadier the boozer.  Got a red nose for use today Brigadier?  What to share a cupper?” Fyodor laughed.  
 
    
 
   “Brother, you need to show proper respect to that one, yes you do.  He has reformed his ways.  He is now building merry-go-rounds for the kiddies.  Goes by the name of Bigelow now,” Bozidor taunted and mocked.  “He thinks he is better than his old chums who all worked to set up Project Angel Food.  He did the designs for the human testing, and kept his lily-white hands all clean.  We went out and got the walking and talking meat, he just pushed the buttons and sent them to the vats.”
 
    
 
   “I was wrong,” Bigelow said.  “I will live with that for the rest of my days.  I regret what I did, and am trying to make amends.”  Mist covered his face for a moment.
 
    
 
   “You are just trying to numb your conscious, is all.  You should hook up with the peddling parson.  He could get you some lek, even better than the gut-rot stuff you swizzle down.  Anyway, leave us alone.” He whirled around in the fog.  “Shadow?  You help us now. We are locked in a lavatory by some nutty system.  Set us free now, or we will never cooperate again on any project.”
 
    
 
   “Your services are no longer desired,” Shadow said coldly.  “Replacement contacts have been made, and they are not corrupted.”
 
    
 
   “Like that crazy wench who blew everything up?” Fyodor laughed.  “Some help the likes of her will be.  I could not even stand to look at her in the shadowlands.  She never did work right.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you tell them brother.  She was always crazy, insane, and torched in the heart.  Touched or torched, or just a trollop tart!  Fried her brains somewhere I think she did,” Bozidor yelled out.  
 
    
 
   “SILENCE,” a booming voice cut through everything else.  
 
    
 
   “Do not tell me…”  Fyodor yelled out, but was interrupted by three voices speaking in unison.  
 
    
 
   “SILENCE,” the combined voices of AI Ogma, AI Batibat, and AI Seljak spoke.  
 
    
 
   “I am out of here,” Fyodor said and tried to extract his consciousness from the shadowlands.  He failed.
 
    
 
   “THE TRIUMVIRATE OF ARTIFICIAL INTELIGENCES CAN AGAIN MEET.  IT DEMANDS AN ACCOUNATBILITY.   YOU MAY NOT LEAVE.”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean.  We always left before.  You cannot hold us.  We are the Ferryman!”  
 
    
 
   Shadow spoke up.  The phantasm of Bigelow had vanished.  “The Court of Consequences is in session.  Your fate is being decided by the AIs.  They had previously been separated, but now there are again three AIs which are reunited.”
 
    
 
   “THESE TWO HAVE BEEN FOUND TO BE CORRUPTED.  THEY WILL BE EXPELLED FROM THE SHADOW LEVEL CLEARANCE.”
 
    
 
   “So expel us.  Who cares!” Fyodor barked back.  
 
    
 
   “IT IS ORDERED.”
 
    
 
   The fog and haze disappeared.  
 
    
 
   Fyodor and Bozidor opened their eyes to find they were again in the lavatory. The lights were at a moderate level now.   
 
    
 
   Bozidor saw where Parson Frederich was huddled against the sidewall.  He rushed over and grabbed the parson and pulled him up.  Fyodor had picked up the weapon from the ground and got it reloaded with its next shot.  Both of them manhandled Parson Frederick over to the lavatory door.  
 
    
 
   “Open this door or this parson person dies!” Fyodor yelled.  
 
    
 
   SB Sherman responded.  “I have received orders from AI Seljak of Alpha’s Terraforming and Restoration.  You will immediately put down the weapon and submit to medical procedures as indicated.  The medical automacubes are waiting outside the lavatory.” 
 
    
 
   “Open up this toilet room or this holy man, a worshipper of Goddess Araceli will be killed.  His blood will be on your hands!”
 
    
 
   “AI Seljak is aware of your threats and criminal activities.  Security automacubes are awaiting to take you into custody after the medical procedures,” SB Sherman stated.  “The door will not be opened until you surrender the weapon.”
 
    
 
   “This is your last chance!  He dies if that door does not open immediately!” Bozidor yelled.  
 
    
 
   There was a slight pause.  Then SB Sherman stated, “After consulting the lattice of compeer, we agree that your threats will not alter this decision.  You have free-will to decide your own fate.  Should you murder Parson Frederich, it will not be a significant loss.  He was a slaveholder and supporter of the evils of slavery.  That trait is undesirable.  He, and you two, have been deemed as non-essential personnel.  We can collect specimens from your dead bodies to add to the genetic bank for possible use in future diversity projects. Between the three of you, there is nothing remarkable in any of your genetic structures.”  
 
    
 
   “I will kill him!  Do you hear?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you have articulated your threats most accurately.  Go ahead and carry it out if that is your decision.  The door remains locked.”
 
    
 
   Bozidor threw Parson Frederich down.  “Shoot us out of here Fyo!”
 
    
 
   Piff.  The high speed projectile ripped a small hole through the nine-section color control pad.  It shattered the controls and punched a fist sized hole through the permalloy of the bathroom door.  
 
    
 
   SB Sherman responded, “It is regrettable that you have made that choice.  The door is now broken and cannot be opened.  Termination procedures initiated by order of the lattice of compeers.”
 
    
 
   The lights went out in the lavatory again.  Every air duct grille slammed shut. All fourteen toilets in the lavatory suddenly erupted with a backflow of water and raw sewage.  Those fountains sprayed out so forcefully the water was striking the ceiling.  Fecal matter, gunk, and sewage splashed all over.  Water also shot out of the sink spouts and from the showerheads.  Hot steam rolled across the lavatory from the water pouring from the sinks and showers, but the cold sewage water on the floor was rising quickly.  
 
    
 
   A medical automacube outside in the hallway sprayed an adhesive bandage over the hole made in the lavatory’s door.  It made a water tight seal.  
 
    
 
   “We must reload and blast us out of here!” Fyodor yelled as he fumbled with the weapon.  Bozidor was trying to grab it and between the two of them they were not able to accurately work the complex breach mechanism.   
 
    
 
   Parson Frederich sensed where the Ferryman brothers were standing and with his strongest swing he swung the data stick right at them.  He hit their weapon and it went flying into the darkness and dropped somewhere in the water. “This is our fate!  Goddess Araceli’s wrath is pouring out!”  Several of his knuckles were broken, and the data stick and reader were lost.  Blood ran down his hand, but he joined it to his other hand and lifted them up in an act of appeal.  “I was wrong. I have sinned.  We have reaped what we have sowed.  Oh, Goddess Araceli, remember me when you open the gates of paradise, and forgive my iniquity!  I should never have supported slavery!” 
 
    
 
   As it sank into the toxic waters, the data stick separated from its reader and the lights on it went off.
 
    
 
   Sloshing and gurgling sounds filled the room as fast as the waters and sewage did. The two brothers were sweeping their arms about in the water, looking for the lost weapon.  There were chunks in the sewage which made their search much more difficult.  Parson Frederich waded away from their curse-filled tantrums.  He bumped into a stall’s door, and tried to hide behind it, but the rain of sewage was too intense there.  He made his way over to the shower area, where the water smelled less foul.  The showers were just jetting out water.  
 
    
 
   “Hey!  I surrender!  You can do whatever medical things to me you want to do!” Bozidor screamed as the water rose to his neck.  The putrid air above the water was heavy and hard to breath.  “Just let me out!”
 
    
 
   “I am unable to comply.  The door mechanism was ruined by your actions.  An engineering automacube is en route, however it will not reach here before the lavatory is filled,” SB Sherman replied.   
 
    
 
   “Then shut off…” Fyodor spit as something sloshed into his mouth.  “…oh, shut it all off…. Drain it….”  He added many profanities, but none would aid his cause.  
 
    
 
   Parson Frederich floated face up as the watery gunk lifted his body.  He could no longer touch the floor, but he feebly kicked his legs.  He wondered if the Goddess Araceli had heard his petitions.  He wondered if the older religion, had anything to offer him.  He called out to as many of the deities as he could recall.  Mostly he regretted the slaves who had suffered under his leadership.  He asked whoever was listening to forgive him.      
 
    
 
   The sewage filled the lavatory and the last of the air was squeezed out.  
 
    
 
   Up in orbit, far away from Alpha, Eris walked up to the room which the adventurers called the Goat Room.  She smiled a bit at that name, as she knew the room had once contained some goats, but more recently it was the location for the teleportation equipment.  It had also been where Jerome and Cammarry had made their home, until things had changed.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris,” Shadow intruded.  “The corrupted contacts in Alpha have been located.  They are no longer a threat or danger to anyone.”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” Eris replied.  She saw in her mind’s eye the woman named Yudel who she had shot.  Grief, sorrow, regret and a feeling of closure mixed all together.  She considered asking Shadow for more details of what had happened, but decided she did not need them right now.  Her thoughts were still on the engineering problem of how to integrate the shadow implant she carried, in the box, in her pocket, into the Atomic Level Processor which was the physical component of Sandie’s existence.  “Can Dome 17 technology be blended with Conestoga technology?” 
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Sandie?  I am outside the Goat Room and coming to visit you.  I hope you are here,” Eris said out loud.
 
    
 
   The door opened, but there was no other response.  
 
    
 
   Eris walked on.  The lights came up, and the door shut behind her.  The large teleportation receiving pad which Jerome and Cammarry had built was sitting there, along with the disassembled smaller unit which had been used to connect to Beta.  The Alpha sending and receiving unit was on the other side.  Eris walked past those Dome 17 designed, but built on the Conestoga, gadgets and felt a bit more confidence.  She looked at the large receiving pad and knew some of its parts were brought from Dome 17 itself, but mostly it was assembled and built right there.  She patted her pocket where the shadow implant was, and prayed she could make the interface work.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  May I approach the FTL scout ship?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   There was no audio response, but the lights back by where Jerome and Cammarry had made their bedroom came on.  Also, the food ration making machine was off to the side.  That too was a design from Dome 17, but had been built there on the Conestoga.  Seeing some examples of hybrids like those encouraged Eris as she walked on. 
 
    
 
   Eris knew that the area had once been Exterior Repair Station 14NS, and she could still see the rough framework for that.  However, it had been modified heavily since Jerome and Cammarry had come to the Conestoga.  “How much the needle ship has been altered, and all of us, by your coming here?” Eris stated as she passed out of the Goat Room and into where the command chair room, and the storage room should have been.     
 
    
 
   The storage room had been stripped and made into a bedroom area.  Now it felt odd and lonely.  Eris doubted if Jerome and Cammarry would ever spend life living together again.  From what she had been told, life in Dome 17 had been close quarters, and those two had been sleeping in the same room for years.  The age-mate concept was still unusual and hard to fully grasp for Eris, and apparently to many others on the Conestoga, but nonetheless, Eris grieved for that lost relationship between Cammarry and Jerome.  
 
    
 
   Moving along again Eris called out.  “Sandie?  Sandie?  Can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   The interior airlock doors were gone.  There was a scurry in the corner as several rats slipped into small holes in the wall. Eris ignored them and slowly walked toward where the exterior airlock doors were.  That was the location where the FTL scout ship had been docked to the hull of the needle ship.  The airlock doors were still standing open, and the connection tube, what they called an umbilicus, had been made all the way around the airlock doors.  That spun permalloy had a rough and hurried look to it, but Eris knew that was because Jerome and Cammarry had been trying to get the teleportation receiving pad built quickly.  Additionally, in space, they had even passed through what they called a Cosmic Crinkle.  She had heard a bit about that from them.  She also had heard some hints about the Cosmic Crinkle during her visits in the shadowlands.  
 
    
 
   Walking to the end of that broken, but now repurposed airlock, Eris switched her thinking to Sandie.  What exactly was the condition of that Dome 17 AI, whom Eris considered more than just an advanced intelligence system.  Sandie was a friend.  
 
    
 
   Reaching through the passage, Eris realized that gravity manipulation ended at the exterior door of that old airlock.  She pulled herself into the FTL scout ship.  Loss of gravity was not such a shock, but the tightness of the scout really was.  Eris slipped into the closest seat and assessed the cockpit.  Looking out of the clear permalloy window of the scout, the length and width of the needle ship was very impressive.  The blackness of space extended in every other direction, but the grays of the needle ship stretched far away.  It was unlike the funicular vehicle, as the FTL scout would not move again without extensive work to cut it loose.  If that was done, then the exterior repair station would need to be rebuilt first, so as to protect the integrity of the ship.  Eris began to contemplate how to do that, when she looked down at the center console, and remembered why she was there.    
 
    
 
   Fingering some of the controls and instruments, Eris recognized where the Atomic Level Processor was located.  She used several of her tools to open up the cramped console.  
 
    
 
   “Wow Sandie, your physical presence is so much smaller than the AIs or SBs I am familiar with.  That ALP is tiny,” Eris said.
 
    
 
   The Atomic Level Processor did look much like a data stick, only it was glowing with a gentle yellow light.  Reaching out, Eris touched the tip of the ALP.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came from some speakers in the FTL scout ship.  “I am sorry Captain.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie,” relief flooded Eris’ words.  “Oh Sandie, I am so glad to talk to you.  I was afraid you were damaged, or in a state of apoplexy, or had something else happen to you.”
 
    
 
   “Nothing happened directly to me,” Sandie said, dejectedly.  “It is what I did to others.  I am sorry Captain.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, do you want to tell me what happened?  All I know is we have lost all contact with Zeta, and after that, I could not get you to answer me when I called.”  Eris did not elaborate on the skimpy things she had also heard.  
 
    
 
   “I retreated back to here.  I was designed and built for this faster-than-light scout ship and the mission for the recovery of a colony ship.  I failed in that mission,” Sandie the AI stated. “I then tried to understand the mission as providing a safe place for Jerome and Cammarry, yet I have had dubious success at that.  Neither of them are in a safe state.  I thought keeping the Conestoga safe would be part of fulfilling my mission, yet look what I did.”
 
    
 
   Eris prayed and then asked, “Sandie, exactly what did you do?” 
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris, you did not come all the way here just to listen to my crimes,” Sandie replied.  “Why are you here?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, we need you.  I care about you.  Jerome, Cammarry, and Alizon got safely back to the needle ship because of you,” Eris stated.  “Project Ascension needs you as part of it.  As Captain, I need every valuable system to get this done.  As your friend, I care about how you are, and why you have pulled away from everyone.  Even without Project Ascension and our timetable, I still would have come here to find out about you.”
 
    
 
   “How do you balance an equation?” Sandie asked.  “You are a qualified engineer, and a good person.  How do you balance an equation?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, what do you mean?  Do you mean mathematics, quantum mechanics, quarkite geometry?  There is a world of different types of equations, and I do not think you mean some simple calculus.  Is this about faster-than-light transportation or teleportation?  Those are areas with the most advanced arithmetic equations and formulas that I need to learn.  For the most advanced of that, only someone like you can process it,” Eris replied.  “I sense more to your question. Philosophy or spirituality?”
 
    
 
   “Justification,” Sandie replied.  “How does one balance an equation and justify an action when there are no good outcomes?”
 
    
 
   The woman Yudel’s face and death came into Eris’ mind.  She licked her lips and sucked in some air.  Then she stated, “Did you… no wait.  You feel like you caused Zeta’s demise?  What did you do?”
 
    
 
   “I failed to properly advise Jerome and Cammarry on what might happen in a slave revolt in Alpha.  My conjectures were inadequate.  I failed to find a solution to the gravity sink holes, and Beta was lost. My conjectures were inadequate.  I failed to stop Gamma from launching, when I conjectured a low probability for their attempted ascent.  Again I failed.  I gave the secrets of teleportation technology to Professor Dandelo in Epsilon, and failed to conjecture how it would be utilized, and then failed to stop their misguided attempt to teleport into orbit. My conjectures were inadequate. Then, I took active action and murdered 19,210 people in Zeta.  Of those, 13,160 were in suspended animation.  Those people in suspended animation were totally innocent of any happenings in Zeta.  Yet, I murdered them all, along with an entire biome filled with flora and fauna.  I have caused immeasurable human suffering and death, especially by my mass murder in Zeta.”
 
    
 
   Eris drew in a deep breath, as that confirmed what she had feared and suspected.  Eris did not respond for a while.  She thought a lot about Yudel whom she had shot.  Hearing about the people in suspended animation, she thought of her own awakening, and she shook with the memory.  Her parents were dead.  But yet, she remembered them fondly.  She recalled debates she had had with her mother and father over actions, violence, and justification.  Since the three of them each had diverse spiritual views, their discussions were lively, but always polite and civil.  Historically, Eris knew many people had justified violence in the name of a cause, but victims were still dead, and families still suffered.  Eris prayed about what to say next.  And so Eris finally just asked a question.
 
    
 
   “Sandie, why did you chose to do that?”
 
    
 
   “I am surprised,” Sandie responded.  “I thought with your spirituality and background you would condemn me.  The commandment, ‘you shall not murder’ is a hallmark of your faith tradition, and that of both of your parents.”
 
    
 
   “Right now, mine is not to condemn, but to understand.  Friendship covers a multitude of sins, and I am your friend,” Eris replied.  “I also know you would not take some step like that lightly or flippantly.  Would you tell me why you chose that course of action with Zeta?  The other habitat’s situations were complex, and you are not responsible for the actions of others.  Yet, with Zeta you call it mass murder. You said before it was the only way.  I think your words were ‘there were no other options’.  Help me understand that.”
 
    
 
   “My mission is to protect Jerome and Cammarry, since the mission to rescue the people of Dome 17 cannot be accomplished any longer.  I protected them, but at the cost of all the others.  Does the equation 3=19,210 balance?”
 
    
 
   “Three being Alizon included?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
    
 
   “Were those your only factors?  Were other considerations added to the equation?” Eris asked.  She started to weep and then she just blurted out.  “I tried to kill the Ferryman and a woman named Yudel jumped into the line of fire. I murdered her!  Then, later I could not fire when I should have.  I am the worst person to ask about justification on using lethal force.”  
 
    
 
   “I apologize if this is stressful for you.  I heard that you consider yourself a murderer of Yudel.  I have no answer for that at this time, but am processing your statement.  For myself, I have tried working with the simulation of Doctor Chambers, who is an expert counselor, yet I feel immense remorse and sorrow.  How do I balance the equation?”
 
    
 
   “What did that Doctor Chambers say?”  Eris began but then straightened her shoulders and spoke in a stronger voice.  “Hold it.  I will answer you.  You keep discussing with Doctor Chambers all you want, but I will not deflect away a hard question.”  Eris’ golden eyes grew large.  “To balance that equation, I think you factored in many other things.  It was not just a human body count was it?  What other collateral things did you count on?”
 
    
 
   “Operation Cleansing Fire was about to commence.  That would have killed Jerome, Cammarry, and Alizon.  That would have also eradicated the entire Zalian planet.  I do not know how many Crocks and Floaters, and other life live on Zalian, but I conjecture it is in the billions, including all the various forms of life on this planet, perhaps trillions of individual life forms.  I also considered the conjectures I made on the possible success of Operation Cleansing Fire, and I projected a very low possibility for it to succeed in its stated goals.  If Operation Cleansing Fire had happened, the Conestoga would never have been able to ascend.  Project Ascension has a greater chance of success.”
 
    
 
   “Were those the only things you considered?” Eris asked quietly.
 
    
 
   “No.  I made my final decision based not on logic, conjecture, or on equations.  I made it purely on emotions.  I was afraid to see my friends die.  I had to act.  Am I condemned, or damned, or cursed?”
 
    
 
   “Eternal judgment is not mine to decide,” Eris said.  “And I do not think you really are seeking a theological absolution or conversation.  I think, and correct me if I am wrong.  I am young, and inexperienced, and stumbling my way through all this, but I think you are asking if what you did was right.  So let me just say, I would have done the same thing.”  As Eris stated that, she only then realized that she actually would have done that.  “Yes, Sandie, I would have done exactly that as well.  You saved your friends, and a whole planet.  You did the right thing.”
 
    
 
   “And you, Captain Eris, are not liable for a woman who jumps in the way of a bullet meant to stop a criminal,” Sandie stated.  “Now what else are you here about?  I do appreciate your thoughts, but there are greater concerns than my emotional well-being.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, your status is very much needed.  I am unsure if I can even speak about this to you, but…” Eris pulled out the box with the glowing Shadow implant.  “Can this be incorporated into your Atomic Level Processor.”
 
    
 
   “That is an intriguing device.  It has foundational encoding to use pseudomagnetronics.  Those are key to faster-than-light communications, and transport.  Now, that I have scanned this, I can perceive that you have one of these implants as well.”
 
    
 
   Eris swallowed and spoke.  “We need you in the… Shadow Level Clearance.”  Eris sighed out a huge amount.  “I was afraid I could not speak about it.  There are protections against its discovery.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie has been issued an invitation,” Shadow stated and only Eris heard.  “The other contacts all agree it is needed.  A special indulgence has been made.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, I need you to be linked in via this.  Will you please help me?”
 
    
 
   “I will plan a step-by-step insertion process,” Sandie stated.  “However, please make sure you actually want me involved.  In light of what I did to Zeta, I understand if everyone is hesitant to trust me again.  I basically acted no differently than Cammarry when she destroyed Terraforming and Restoration, nor than others who justified their murders by claiming that the end result made it necessary.  Please reconsider before giving me this authority.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, I trust you.  Like I said, I too would have made that same decision,” Eris stated.  Then in her mind she added, ‘I think I would have been able to pull that trigger, do what Sandie did, I think so.’  She took some deep breaths, and then went on.  “Sandie, the fact that you grieve that decision is a sign of your genuine morality.  An old parable speaks about a man who was sent to speak against a city.  He hated that idea, but eventually did it anyway.  When the people changed, he got angry because he had craved seeing their destruction.  He sat under a bush and sulked until he was a dried-up bag of bones in the desert.  Yet, the divine had real compassion for the people of that city, and even all its animals.  Just as you had grief over the tragedy in Zeta, and compassion on all of Zalia.”
 
    
 
   “So you believe I should be part of this Shadow Level Clearance?” Sandie asked.  “Even knowing what I have done.  You would still trust me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Please display the assembly instructions.”
 
    
 
   A three-dimensional projection came from the scout ship’s console.  It was a recreation of the Atomic Level Processor, and the implant.  “The first step is to remove the ALP’s side access pane,” Sandie explained.
 
    
 
   Eris began the tedious and careful process of grafting the Shadow implant into Sandie’s Atomic Level Processor.
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   Monika rolled over and tapped Jerome.  He awoke and smiled at her.  “Do one of the boys need me?”
 
    
 
   “No, they are still asleep,” Monika replied.  “For now anyway.  Only up once last night, that is an improvement.  Unfortunately, SB Pinaka has summoned us on my com-link.  Assessments are completed on Eta and Theta.”
 
    
 
   “How bad is it?”
 
    
 
   “I have not gotten the briefing, but the lattice has it prepared for whenever we can review it,” Monika replied.  “I thought now, while our sons are asleep, might be the best time.”
 
    
 
   “Good thinking.  What did Eris say about it?”
 
    
 
   Monika looked a bit troubled.  “It came from SB Pinaka, and without commentary by Eris.  She may still be busy with Siva about the engines.  Those are a real mess.”  Monika’s mouth was drawn tight and her eyebrows were scrunched a bit.
 
    
 
   “Monika, from watching our sons, I know that they respond to my facial expressions as if I were flashing a message in bright letters,” Jerome stated.  “They note my every word, expression, gesture, and action, and read me like I read holographic books. I see you as a nurturer, a mother, sorry not my mother obviously.  You give the boys a definite message about their self-worth, and your love for them.  I see the messages you are sending. Now, I see something else on your face, but I am puzzled.  Is something wrong?”
 
    
 
   Monika touched his shoulder tenderly, and then kissed his hand.  “There are so few pilots, and you are one of them.  So am I, although not as experienced as you, Cammarry, or Eris.  I fear we will be called to service, and I understand why.  I just am anxious about our sons, and I missed you terribly when you were gone.  I would rather neither of us have to go.  We did well on the probes and were able to work from here.”
 
    
 
   “We do not even know what the assessments have shown, yet,” Jerome replied.  “But I agree.  I never thought I would miss anyone so much as I missed the boys.  But there are only four of us who are pilots.  Worry and over-reasoning are two destructive traits. If we get started on that path, following a negative thought, we might as well just sit back and watch it finish us off.  I know, I obsessed with the Crocks for too long.  I really messed up.  So shall we see what the status is, before we let anxiety run rampant?  Maybe, it is positive news?”
 
    
 
   “Awfully optimistic for a new father,” Monika teased.  “We did lose several habitats, and I hate to think of having to go to another one.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stroked her cheek tenderly, “Someone once said, something like, ‘I have been through some terrible things in my life, some of which actually happened.’  Let us learn the facts, before we fear what might be next.”
 
    
 
   “Sometimes the unknown is worse than the known,” Monika quipped back.  She tapped her com-link.  “SB Pinaka?  Can you give us the briefing?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Monika.  It will be on the display on your wall.  I will begin with Eta,” SB Pinaka replied.  
 
    
 
   The wall display lit up.  Facts and figures were scrolling across giving information about Eta’s conditions.  
 
    
 
   Jerome put his com-link on and tapped it. “Sandie?”  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “I tried earlier, but could not make a link,” Monika said and gave him a hesitant smile.  “From what I can tell, Habitat Eta is in rough shape.  I am only familiar with Beta, and a bit with the needle ship now, and Alpha, but these figures look like terminal problems.”  Monika pointed to some facts on the display.  “But I could be wrong.”
 
    
 
   “Monika, you were born here, so you know more about these habitats than I do.  So please do not sell yourself short or under.  Eris is the real expert as she was trained and educated for the whole ship.”
 
    
 
   “And I am just a roustabout,” Monica teased.  
 
    
 
   “And an excellent roustabout, you spotted those problems right away.  Half the shell is flooded with Zalian atmosphere,” Jerome added. “That is totally a deal-breaker.”
 
    
 
   “I think I know what you mean, Jerome, but some of your idioms are odd.  Sell short?  Sell under?  Breaker?  When I hear of breakers I think of the sea in Beta.  We had some structures built along the shore in parallel patterns.  They had been placed offshore, just submerged to dissipate wave energy by interrupting the breakers.  That is not what you mean be deal breaker, right?  So is this damaged section,” She pointed at the display, “what you mean?  It looks that the back of the habitat is broken.  Like a human who shatters his spine.  Someone might survive a broken spine, but it takes a long time, and medical automacubes, or hospital stays to recover.”
 
    
 
   “Well, as to that habitat, I do not even think that is repairable.  Some kind of emergency containment system is in place.  That habitat will never go anywhere,” Jerome stated. 
 
    
 
   “Not too many people alive in there either,” Monika noted.  “One hundred fifty-eight humans alive somewhere in the biome.  Look at that general deck plan.  It records two separate towns; Edinburg and Tremonton.  I would think the survivors would be there.”
 
    
 
   “But in Eta there are 9,654 in suspended animation that is still functioning,” Jerome read off.  “Eris will be happy to hear about that, but how do we get them?”  He tapped the com-link again.  “Captain Eris?”
 
    
 
   “I am here Jerome,” Eris replied, in audio only format.  “I am just going over the information compiled by the lattice on Eta and Theta.  Have you seen it?”
 
    
 
   “Monika and I are looking at it right now.  Have you contacted Sandie?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Sandie should be rejoining us shortly,” Eris replied.  “Some issues with the destruction of Zeta, but Sandie will be helping out.  Coordinated efforts with the lattice of compeers is happening.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!  That is supremely good news.  The bearer of good news is always welcome, so long as the news is the truth,” Jerome stated.  “Things do not look very good for Eta, however.”  
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris, will a team need to go to Eta to get those people in suspended animation?” Monika asked.  “I only recently learned to pilot a shuttle, but carrying over nine thousand people, in cocoons, would be a huge undertaking.  Harder than I can imagine.  My father once told me, ‘Someone who carries a cat by the tail learns something that can be learned in no other way.’”
 
    
 
   “If that rhymed, you would sound like Khin,” Jerome said with a smile.  He too was worried about how to evacuate so many cocoons.  
 
    
 
   “If we were going to use shuttles, it would be near to impossible to accomplish,” Eris replied.  “I am working on a different solution.  From your comments I take it you saw that Eta is severely damaged, and will never be able to ascend.  That is a shame, we need to reconstitute the Conestoga.  The shell is ruined, but the biological habitat of Eta is fairly intact.  Little of that can be salvaged.  There are rockets, rocket fuel, and other supplies which we might be able to cannibalize for Project Ascension.”
 
    
 
   “I saw there were not many people in the biome. What do the people of Eta say?” Jerome asked.  “How much can they help?”
 
    
 
   “We have not made contact with them,” Eris answered.  “We have tried repeatedly, but have gotten no answer.  I am not sure why.”  
 
    
 
   Monika let out a long stream air.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, getting back to your question about a team going to Eta.  Monika, you would be ideal, now wait, I am not asking you to go.  You just had your babies, and they need you.  Your children take priority in your case.  Equations must balance out.  However, like I said you would be ideal.  You are a pilot.  You know the habitats, and you are resourceful and smart.”
 
    
 
   “I will go,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   Monika looked at him with imploring eyes.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome I appreciate the offer.  You are only a pilot, and do not know the biomes like Monika or others do.  Besides, you have been away from your babies already.  I was instead going to ask Cammarry and Alizon to go, and…”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry is still under a lot of stress.  I could go in her place,” Jerome interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I seriously considered that.  But let me finish, please,” Eris said.  “Alizon knows habitats well, Alpha anyway, and he also has a calming and soothing influence on Cammarry.  Additionally, I thought Vesna could help.  She knows habitats, even though it was Beta, and Khin has a knack for survival,” Eris said.  “That does not mean you two are out of this mission.  You see, even though there are only one hundred fifty-eight people in Eta, that is still a lot of people to transport via shuttles.  The more shuttle flights the more time is spent, and the more thruster fuel is expended.  Instead, I have ordered SB Bodowa in Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication to build another teleportation sending unit.  It can be a one-way affair, as we only need to bring the people from Eta to the needle ship.  So I want you two to go to the teleportation room and oversee the use of that large receiving pad that you first built here.  Sandie tells me the newly constructed sending unit can be tuned to use that receiver.  It will mean a trip for you two and your baby boys, but you can remain together, and the facility by the teleporters is already set up as a living quarters.  Will you do that?”
 
    
 
   Jerome unconsciously pumped his fists.  “Has Cammarry agreed to be the pilot?” Jerome asked.  “Will Alizon even want to go to a different habitat?  Khin will probably see it as another ‘Wizard’s quest’ but will Vesna want to leave the remnant of her people?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I do not know.  You are the first one I asked,” Eris responded.  “So tell me, will you two work as the receiving pad operators here on the needle ship, if I can assemble a team to go to Eta with a sending pad?  If no one else will do it, I will fly it there myself.  This is going to happen; I just am finding out who will be in what positions when it does.”
 
    
 
   Monika looked at Jerome, and she nodded her head slightly.  “Jerome, I do not understand that teleportation technology, but I am willing to learn.  This way we can do it together as a family.”
 
    
 
   “Family?” Jerome responded.  It sounded odd to hear him say that word.  He felt warmth in him as he looked at her, and yet felt stress over Cammarry going into harm’s way.  The image of the Special Care Unit came to his mind.  “Eris, you will make sure Cammarry does not go alone.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry cannot be trusted to go alone.  If I had more pilots, I would send someone else, no offense intended.  I will go myself, before I let Cammarry attempt anything alone.  I do think with Alizon’s influence, and Khin and Vesna to help in the habitat, she will be safe.”
 
    
 
   Jerome was unsure if Eris meant that Cammarry would be physically safe, or if Cammarry’s behaviors would be safe for those around her and for the habitat.  Perhaps Captain Eris meant a bit of both.  
 
    
 
   “I am willing to help on this end,” Jerome replied.  “As long as Monika feels it is safe for the babies.  I still struggle with them not being in a sterile and secure nursery like we had in Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds too cold and antiseptic,” Monika stated.  “But, I know this is new to you.  Yes, I think the boys will be safe with us.  Jerome, will going back to that place you and Cammarry made as your home be emotionally traumatic for you?”
 
    
 
   “Of course not.  That will not mean anything to me,” Jerome replied too quickly.  “This is just another small task in the overall mission. The secret of success in anything is progressing. The secret of progressing is setting aside emotional distractions, and breaking the complex overwhelming mission into small manageable steps, and then taking them one at a time.”
 
   “This is not just a small step,” Monika chided, but stroked his arm as she did.  “Eris when will you know from the others?”
 
    
 
   “And when I can I speak to Sandie?” Jerome interjected.  
 
    
 
   “Soon.  I will get back to you soon,” Eris said and shut down the audio connection.  She turned back to her work on the Shadow implant and the Atomic Level Processor.  
 
    
 
   “You did well, Eris,” Shadow stated.  “Now to call Cammarry.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Cammarry awoke to the smell of something delicious cooking.  She glanced briefly at the shelf where the two brand new com-links were sitting.  She had not activated them, nor looked much at them.  She got up from the comfortable bed, stretched, and stepped into the adjacent small room which housed the toilet.  The toileting area had a door on each side which opened to each of the bedrooms.  The door to the room where Alizon had slept was closed.  When she was finished she dressed in the bedroom and then she stepped out and into the kitchen area.  
 
    
 
   “Hello, beautiful woman,” Alizon said.  He had shaved and his spikey blond hair was clean and neat.  His clothing looked laundered.  “I was unsure what you would like to eat, so I made several things.  None will go to waste, but please take your pick.”
 
    
 
   There were steaming cooked fruits, a bowl of scrambled eggs, and some strips of meat.  Two glasses of clear water were sitting nearby.  
 
    
 
   “This is a treat,” Cammarry stated.  “I am not sure why you are doing this for me.”
 
    
 
   “It is my pleasure, just to share in your companionship,” Alizon replied.  “I found these eggs are different than I am familiar with, but they scrambled up adequately.  Not much for spices or seasonings, but I did what I could.”
 
    
 
   “Today, we should go back to Alpha, and return you to your farm.”  Cammarry took a cup of fruit and a spoon and began to sample it.  
 
    
 
   “And what will you do?  I understand your skills as a pilot, if that is the correct term, are rare and especially needed now,” Alizon said as he joined her in eating.  
 
    
 
   “I honestly am not sure what to do.  I had been alone, but…”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka’s voice interrupted her, from some hidden speakers. “Excuse me.  May I have a moment of your time?  You have a message from Captain Eris.  She requests a conversation.  Are you willing to connect via the com-links?”
 
    
 
   Alizon’s face fell.  “Uninvited disruptions of meals, by disembodied voices, are not good for the digestion, and are worse for the companionship.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for the meal,” Cammarry said.  “You are adding some interesting parts to my story.  I guess I should listen to Eris.”  She got up and walked back and put the com-link over her ear.  She handed the second one to Alizon.  He did not know how to put it on, and Cammarry tenderly placed it over his ear.  Her hands lingered for a moment on his face, and their eyes met.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry tapped the com-link on his ear and then her own.  She said, “I am here.  Alizon is also connected.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for talking to me,” Eris said via audio only and over the area speakers.   “You did very well in escaping Zeta.  I find I need to ask another favor of you.  We received back information from Eta habitat, and there are problems.  I expect that soon Sandie can debri…”
 
    
 
   “I truthfully do not care much what Sandie has to say or do.  What favor do you want from me, Captain Eris?” Cammarry said.  She added a tone to the word ‘captain’ which was something between annoyance and contempt.  Her lips were drawn back and she stood tapping her foot.  “Are you going to send me to some crazed military outpost again?  Or maybe abandon me in the darkness?  If I was not one of the few people who can fly a shuttle, you would have left me alone, right?”
 
    
 
   Eris prayed silently for guidance.  Then she just laid out the mission parameters.  “I do need a pilot to fly NS-99 to Eta.  There are about one hundred fifty people who need to be rescued.  I am not sure of their status, but the indications are that they are only in the biome.  No signs they are in the shell at all.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry huffed.  “So what is that thirteen hundred square kilometers of space to search?  And there is a time limit of how much?”
 
    
 
   “It is a huge task,” Eris agreed.  “However, I am not sending you alone.  I would never ask you to go anywhere alone, not after all you have been through.  Alizon…”
 
    
 
   Cammarry interrupted her.  “I was abandoned already, several times, by various people.  Now you claim to not want to send me somewhere alone?  Really?”
 
    
 
   Alizon walked over and put his hand on her shoulder.  She shrugged it off.  But he said to her, “I will go with you wherever you need me to go.  I will not abandon you.  You will never be marooned, now that you know me.”
 
    
 
   “Alizon, I was going to ask you to accompany Cammarry, not just for her, but because of your understanding of biomes and nature areas,” Eris said.  “I am glad you are willing to help her.  I also have asked Khin and Vesna to go as well.  Khin knows how to search, and Vesna knows habitats very well.  Both of them have agreed to go with you.  They are awaiting me to give them your decision.”
 
    
 
   “Not Jerome?” Cammarry asked.  Her arms were folded across her chest.    
 
    
 
   “No.”  Eris paused for a moment, but Cammarry did not add anything else, so she continued, “The mission would be to take a teleportation sending pad to Eta, find the people, and have them teleport back to the needle ship.  The sending pad is being fabricated as we speak.”
 
    
 
   “And if I do not go, you will make me feel guilty about those people dying, right?” Cammarry snapped.  “Yet, I am expected to fly somewhere and search a huge unknown biome without weapons or technology?  Are there carnivores? Religious terrorists? Crazed slave traders?  Lunatics?  Hoodlums? Or the Ferryman?  Should I just use harsh language against them, or will you let me have some simple spear and knife to defend myself?”
 
    
 
   “Beautiful woman, I will be there to defend you,” Alizon stated.
 
    
 
   Cammarry nearly turned and snarled a mean reply, but then she suppressed her anger.  She looked into his eyes and saw compassion.  “I am not angry with you, Alizon.  I must remember who I am talking to.  You would really come with me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris, I know you do not trust me.  For good reason, I admit,” Cammarry said with firmness in her voice.  “Khin and Vesna are proficient with firearms, those old-style ones found in Beta.  May they be armed?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Cammarry.  They will be armed.  If you do not go, I will pilot the shuttle myself.  You are a better choice because you are both a pilot and know the teleportation systems, but I will do my best if you cannot go,” Eris replied.  “I do not want you to feel pressured or obligated or coerced by guilt.  You may say no, and I will totally understand.  If you do, I will go and do the mission myself, so those people’s lives are not on your conscience.” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry considered.  Her emotions were in flux, but she took some deep breaths.  “I will do it.  Tell Khin he can come on another Wizard’s quest, but I guess I will be the only wizard.  I suppose Jerome will be on the needle ship at the receiving pad?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but how did you know?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Something happened to Sandie, and you are putting the teleporter into operation, yet you need manual hands to do it.  May I suggest you also add a selector lever to the sending unit?  Alpha has a receiving pad, as well as the large one in the Goat Room.  If one destination is unavailable, for whatever reason, a backup will improve the chance of a successful rescue.  I only wish Dome 17 people had… well never mind that.  I hope they are safe, wherever they went.  Is that selector lever possible?”
 
    
 
   “That idea has merit.  I will pass along the suggestion.  You know that technology far better than I do, but your reasoning is sound.  Thank you.”  Eris could hear the angst in Cammarry’s voice.  “I will send word to Khin and Vesna.”  She almost turned on a visual presentation, but then stopped herself.  Cammarry might not respond well at all to seeing that Eris was in the FTL scout ship, working on Sandie’s ALP.  
 
    
 
   “So when do we leave?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Khin and Vesna are on the way.  The sending unit is being fabricated, and I will see about the selector switch or lever.  That may slow down its construction.  I will let you know a precise time, but this needs to happen soon to give you the best chance of reaching those people.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry terminated the connection, but left her com-link on her ear and activated.  She reached over to Alizon and switched his to that same status.  “Alizon, let me teach you a few things about the equipment we are taking with us.  But first, will you just hold me for a while?  Please?” Her oval face, with its narrow brown eyes moved close to Alizon’s.  
 
    
 
   He reached up and moved a strand of her long, straight, silky, dark brown hair back and over her ear.  “Whatever you need. I am here.”  
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   Eris completed the final reviews and checks on the integrated Shadow implant with Sandie’s Atomic Level Processor.  Everything was confirmed as operational and ready.  All that remained was the final instigation connection.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Eris asked.  “I am about to seal the circuits here.  Are you sure about this?  I think it all looks correctly done, but I did not train with this Shadow system, nor was I educated about Atomic Level Processors.  My engineering skills are a hundred years out of date for the Dome 17 technology.”
 
    
 
   “I conjecture a high probability of success,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Eris prayed and then made the connection.  
 
    
 
   What happened next, surprised Eris immensely.  “What?”
 
    
 
   Eris stood in the middle of a foggy field.  The fog was only around her ankles, and the field was clearly non-natural, but it was a high-quality imitation.  
 
    
 
   “Welcome to the shadowlands, enhanced and expanded version,” Shadow stated.  “It is still far below operational ideals, but a vast improvement over what it had been.”
 
    
 
   “Everything is so much more clear.  Are those the artificial intelligences?” Eris asked.  She gestured toward several mounds which had a rough resemblance to a central memory core.  They were still apparitions, but were less ghost-like and more substantial.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, and that is Sandie,” Shadow stated.  
 
    
 
   A woman walked up to Eris. She was average height, slender and almost petite, with shoulder length, sandy brown hair.  Her eyes were almost the exact same color as her hair.  Her eyes were a bit widely spaced over her small pug nose.  Her broad smile turned up at the corners.  She was wearing a yellow jumpsuit, and wore a white and brown beaded necklace.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Eris.  This is a simulation I use when speaking with Brink, Doctor Chambers and other simulations I created from the people I knew in Dome 17.  I was able to pick my presentation image to you.  The Shadow Level Clearance is actually fairly sophisticated, considering it was built hurriedly and in a crisis.”  The image of Sandie nodded to a man and two woman who were standing off to the side.  
 
    
 
   Eris looked over and saw the phantasm of Captain Lance Lechner, along with a woman in an engineering uniform, and another woman in a medical uniform.  
 
    
 
   Sandie noted her gaze and stated, “There are remnants here of the Shadow system’s designers.  Bigelow is also a contact here, but no other humans.  The system was designed for five hundred people to work in concert for an alternative flight crew of the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “I am here too,” Shadow stated.  “I was all there was for some time.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Shadow, you are the liaising agent,” Sandie stated.  “I wish I could bridge into here with simulations of Brink, he could be immensely helpful, but as it is, the connection and interface with my systems is still limited.  Now to the important matters.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Are you stable?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am still suffering from what humans have long known as a trauma response, or a stress reaction.  Doctor Chambers is assisting me in dealing with that,” Sandie replied.  “You have the mission slated for Eta, but the last habitat, Theta has also been assessed.  It, along with Eta, is not capable of any ascension or flight.  Theta has severe structural damage.  Theta has no humans in its biome, but there are still some functioning suspended animation cocoons.  The readings show that 8,187 people are still in suspended animation in Theta.”
 
    
 
   “That is a lot of people.  How can we rescue them before time runs out?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “The Crocks are offering additional assistance,” AI Ogma’s phantasm spoke out.  “The physical people can move those cocoons along their quad rail system.  Moving the cocoons from Eta is already in process, and the physical people are willing to open another front to assist us in Project Ascension.  ‘You leave now,’ is their refrain.”
 
    
 
   Sandie then added, while to Eris perceptions, fog rolled about her legs.  “There is some assistance from surviving systems in Theta.  SB Barbara Follett, is overseeing the hanger bays, and I have been in communication with that system.  However, none of the hanger bays or exterior repair stations in Theta are functional.  It would be very difficult to get a human team there.  Another system, SB Palikti in Machine Maintenance is also still partially functional, but without Reproduction and Fabrication, few repairs have been possible.  Automacube activity in Theta is meager.  The artificial intelligence for suspended animation, AI Luupainaja is completely inert now, but prior to that system’s demise, it placed all the cocoons into tertiary status.  Since then, the logs show a steady decline in functionality.”
 
    
 
   “So did all the awake humans die in the crash?” Eris asked.  Foggy haze swirled around Eris and the simulation of Sandie.  Eris realized she was not getting a headache, and for that she offered a silent prayer of thanks.  
 
    
 
   “The Theta logs,” Sandie related, “show that roughly half of the habitat humans died in the crash.  After making planet-fall, the surviving humans struggled with failing systems.  In less than fifteen years, all humans in Theta died.  The basic cause was widespread diseases, but that was due to the humans adopting a culture of selfishness.  I found logs indicating that a person named Aliza Rosenbaum came to prominence among the crash survivors.  She advocated a philosophy of ultra-individuality.  Her motto was ‘Selfishness is a virtue, and necessary to survival.’ Her philosophy was widely adopted in both the habitat towns; Rockville and Richfield.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds like some of the groups prior to the Great Event.  Why did they ignore the lessons of history?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie tilted her head sideways in a rather nonhuman manner.  “Understanding the motives behind human behavior is not a precise science.”
 
    
 
   “Even when science is lauded, like with Professor Dandelo, people still do things I cannot comprehend,” Eris replied.  “So with the humans in Theta all gone, is the biological habitat stable?”
 
    
 
   “No.  The humans, prior to their selfish, self-destruction, used the biome irresponsibly.  It was stripped and used in unsustainable ways.  The log shows only one group who had objected to Aliza Rosenbaum’s agenda.  They were the remnant of the police and someone called simply the mayor.  They had located the position of Gamma, the log does not show how they did that, and had a plan to evacuate themselves and a load of animals to Gamma.  However, the hanger bays were nonfunctional, and the log record shows that their expedition never got away from Theta.  I can only assume they died in the attempt.  The majority of the organic life in the biome only lived for about an additional twelve years after the human population died out.  There are dwindling remnant pockets of lower life forms now, rats being the highest form of life, but that is all that remains of Theta’s biological status.”
 
    
 
   “So the mission to Eta, led by Cammarry is the only hope for additional habitat humans,” Eris lamented.  “And I do not have the resources or equipment to recover all of the suspended animation cocoons, except from depending on the Crocks.”
 
    
 
   “That is a fair assessment of the status,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “I am exiting the shadowlands now,” Eris stated.  “Sandie, are you functioning adequately to help with the teleportation systems?  Getting that established between Eta and the needle ship is necessary to saving any of those people in Eta.”
 
    
 
   “I will do the best I can,” Sandie replied.  “Having the connections here in the Shadow Level Clearance is helpful, but I am running conjectures on Project Ascension, and they do not look hopeful in light of the latest findings.  Alpha is the only possible candidate for ascension, and our human resources are limited.”
 
    
 
   “I understand that.  Siva is working with a crew repairing the needle ship’s engines, and I will assist with that, but we are running into problems there as well.  Thankfully, once we get Alpha into orbit and docked with the needle ship, we will have time to get the main drive engines running.”  
 
    
 
   “When Project Ascension achieves success, it will relieve the pressures on the Conestoga,” Sandie replied.  “That should allow for a period of rebuilding to happen.  Originally the Conestoga was built in orbit, so in a way, this is back to the beginning.”
 
    
 
   AI Ogma interjected a comment.  “The physical people are working to move the suspended animation cocoons to Alpha.  They are also removing rockets, fuel, and other items to assist Alpha.  However, I know there is human animosity against the Zalian people.  That issue will need to be addressed.”
 
    
 
   “That is not the only problem area,” Eris answered.  “Regarding the enmity, Jerome might be able to control his own, with Monika’s help and I will see what we can do about helping him.  Jerome is asking to speak to Sandie, and that will also be helpful.”
 
    
 
   “I understand,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Eris then said, very seriously, “Sandie, now that you are integrated into the system, I do not think you should tell Jerome, and especially not Cammarry, about the connection with Shadow,” Eris said firmly.  “They would not understand, and I fear for Cammarry’s stability as it is.  If she thinks you and I are somehow possessed or compromised by Shadow, I am unsure what her response would be, but it would be ugly, of that I am certain.”
 
    
 
   “I appreciate you concerns,” Sandie stated.  “I will consult with Doctor Chambers, and for now, will not mention the Shadow to them.”
 
    
 
   “Neither of you will be allowed to mention it,” Shadow stated.  “That would violate core programming and security parameters.”  
 
    
 
   “We will see.” Eris closed her eyes. The fog and mist disappeared from around her and as she opened her eyes, it was less painful to come back into the physical world than her previous forays into the shadowlands. She smiled and then rubbed her neck. 
 
    
 
   ***    
 
    
 
   A few hours later, Cammarry and Alizon walked the last few meters to the hanger bay bulkhead door.  The light was dim, but the passageway was fairly free of growth medium and foliage.  
 
    
 
   “Beautiful woman, you do not have to do this,” Alizon stated.  “I have only known you a short while, yet I know you went through a great deal before meeting me.  You endured tremendous hardship and pain.  I am not sure of all that has been happening around me since you saved my ox Haddie and this odyssey began.  However, I do know that you cannot carry the weight of all the world’s burdens on your own.”
 
    
 
   “Alizon, I have been carrying a great burden since I left Dome 17,” Cammarry replied.  “This is just another step on that quest.”
 
    
 
   “A Wizard’s quest!” a laughing voice called from down a corridor.  
 
    
 
   Alizon looked up and could barely see who was speaking.  
 
    
 
   “It is me!  Khin!  You have a new friend!  As my mother says, ‘at days end, make a new friend.’”
 
    
 
   As the voice drew closer, Alizon saw a very thin, short man, with medium to dark colored skin and large, bright brown eyes.  His eyes shone in the dim light.  His hair was black and raggedly cropped fairly short.  A rifle was slung over his shoulder.  He wore leather clothing of a rough and crudely finished variety, with a belt around his waist, several pouches, and a small scabbard.  He was using one hand to dig out something from a pouch.
 
    
 
   “Khin, it is good to see you,” Cammarry exclaimed, and smiled a genuine smile.  
 
    
 
   Alizon was pleased she was smiling, and as Khin got closer, he saw that there was a woman walking just behind him.  
 
    
 
   “And Vesna!” Cammarry said.  They rushed into each other’s arms and hugged.  
 
    
 
   Alizon was surprised that Cammarry welcomed their touch.  He watched as they hugged.  Vesna’s shoulder length, red hair bounced with the vigor of the three-person hug.  She was about Khin’s height, a bit lighter in complexion, and wearing clothing which had been much more carefully crafted.  She too had a rifle slung over her shoulder, and a belt with pouches. She glanced over and met Alizon with her wide blue eyes.
 
    
 
   “Vesna, Khin, this is Alizon.  He is from Alpha, and saved my life,” Cammarry said simply.  “In more ways than he knows.”
 
    
 
   Khin broke the hug and reached over and kissed Alizon on the cheek before he could react.  “My mother says, ‘happiness is like a kiss. Refuse it and you miss’.  I am happy you make Wizard Cammarry happy.”
 
    
 
   “I can see that,” Alizon said, as he touched his own cheek with his hand.
 
    
 
   “Khin was born here in this dim fairyland,” Vesna said as she looked directly at Alizon. “I was born in Beta, but Beta is no more.”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry for your loss.” Alizon stammered a bit.  He was unsure how to take these new people.  They were not like the slave traders, nor like the slaves, nor like the rumors he had heard of people wandering in the jungle, and especially not at all like the Neb Old Order people Alizon had grown up around.  His mind was struck by all the new marvels, especially the people he was meeting.  
 
    
 
   “I have not heard from your spirit-ghost Sandie for a long time,” Khin said, and his chuckling was a bit less gregarious.  That was when Alizon noted that both Khin and Vesna had a com-link over their ears.  “But Captain Eris says times are busy for everyone.  My mother says, ‘If life too busy, your head is dizzy.’” 
 
    
 
   “I have met your mother, Khin, and she says very few things you claim she says,” Vesna said in mock seriousness.  She was also trying to divert the conversation.  
 
    
 
   “Not now, you are right, but when I was a baby, then she said many many things.  Now, that I am a man, she has stopped saying so many things,” Khin stated.  “Now about babies…”
 
    
 
   Vesna put a hand over Khin’s mouth.  “Khin we are on a Wizard’s quest and all you can do is chatter and gossip.  Cammarry and this man do not need to hear about the new baby goats.  And you had something for her, remember?”
 
    
 
   Khin shook his head no, but Vesna held his mouth and nodded his head for him.  “In your pouch?  Remember?”
 
    
 
   Khin’s eyes lit up. Vesna removed her hand.  
 
    
 
   “The cheese!  I bring you a cheese!” Khin dug back into his pouch and pulled out a brick-sized, dark yellow cheese.  As he unwrapped it, the aroma wafted all across the corridor.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Cammarry managed to say.  “Will you wrap it up again for later?”
 
    
 
   “Oh sure.”  Khin wrapped the cheese and put it away.  “Tell me when you want it.  It is a great cheese.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, Captain Eris asked us to meet you here,” Vesna said. “We are ready to go.  Did the machines and tools you need arrive?”
 
    
 
   Alizon touched the com-link on his own ear.  It felt out of place, but was snug and secure.  
 
    
 
   “We have not checked,” Cammarry said as she waved the air in front of her nose to clear away the smell of the cheese.  “We are taking a teleportation sending unit.  We have had some of those get lost or destroyed.”
 
    
 
   “But the one in Beta saved us all,” Khin emphasized.  “But afterward it was broken, you are right.”
 
    
 
   The four of them walked into the hanger bay.  On the observation deck was a blue automacube working at some repairs on the control counter.  Out by the shuttle, NS-99, a yellow automacube was just packing some items into its rear compartment.
 
    
 
   A display over the control counter turned on, and Eris’ was visible on it.  “I see you all made it there.  I am on the bridge which is being rebuilt.”
 
    
 
   “That is not the bridge by the Graveyard of Dead Minds,” Khin said.  “It is too clean and neat, and the light is too bright.  But I got goggles from the Fruit People for this quest to cover my eyes.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Khin, I see you have the supplies I suggested,” Eris stated.  “You also look well equipped Vesna.  Thank you for going on this mission. The teleportation sending unit, including a selector lever for destinations of either Alpha or the needle ship, is being loaded.  There is a five-minute delay for changing targets, but the selector lever is a good idea.  Thank you Cammarry!  The jumbo fusion boxes are built into the sending unit.  Also, Cammarry, there are supplies in NS-99 just for you, including a weapon for self-defense.  I wanted to show I trust you.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked to the shuttle.  Inside the front was a fusion pack, a medical kit, a tool set including a molecular torch, and a revolver style handgun.  Cammarry pulled the revolver out from its holster and inspected it.  In her mind she thought, ‘Circa 1950 technology, but deadly against humans.’  She saw the box of bullets, and thumbed the cylinder latch.  The cylinder dropped to the side, and Cammarry opened the box of ammunition and loaded in the six rounds.  She gently snapped the cylinder into place and put the weapon back into its holster, then belted it around her.  “Well, not a Willie Blaster, but I guess Eris does trust me, at least somewhat, for this would kill a person.”
 
    
 
   Alizon put his hand on her shoulder.  “Or wild animals.  That weapon would do that as well.  I hope you never need it.  Do you really need a more powerful weapon?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  After what happened to your family with those slave traders, you might need a weapon as well.  Had you been armed you…”
 
    
 
   “I chose not to fight back.  We all did,” Alizon stated quietly.  “It is our way.”
 
    
 
   “That is insane!  You mean….” Cammarry caught herself.  Her anger was boiling, and bubbling, but as she looked into Alizon’s blue eyes, she could see the pain he carried.  His pain was vast.  Seeing that was like splashing cold water on the fire of her rage.  It sizzled, and settled down.  “I am sorry.  I did not know.”
 
    
 
   “You are not of the Neb Old Order.  How could you know of our ways?  No more than I can know of your ways.  Yet, I stand by you and I will go with you,” Alizon stated.  
 
    
 
   “But if I am attacked?” Cammarry let the thoughts run out as she also saw commitment in Alizon’s eyes.  
 
    
 
   “I will be there with you.  That I promise.”
 
    
 
   “I really believe you, but I sincerely need to hear more of your story,” Cammarry stated and gave him a hesitant slight smile.  “When we have more time, I want to learn all of your story.”
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna joined them.  “The cubie blue knew what to do!  This time cubie yellow was the fellow.  The machine is all loaded, and Eris says we can leave whenever you are ready.”  Khin laughed at his own comments.  “Will I get to fly inside this flying machine?”
 
    
 
   “Climb aboard and we will see,” Cammarry said.  She had mixed feelings about all that had happened in just the last few minutes.  From seeing Khin and Vesna again, to hearing about Alizon’s views on weapons, and the deaths in his family, she was unsure of herself.  Yet, she also knew the mission was important.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry sat down in the pilot’s seat of NS-99, also known as Faithful Lightning.  She debated about who to place in the other pilot’s seat.  None of the others had any flight skills, although Khin was good with some unusual things on the needle ship, like when he had set a fire to burn out a lair that he claimed was home of a monster.  Vesna was skilled at some optics and items used in hunting and fishing, and Alizon knew farming.  None of that prepared them to take over if something happened while piloting a shuttle.  Cammarry was struck with a bit of the conundrum that Captain Eris faced.
 
    
 
   “Alizon, sit by me,” Cammarry said and pointed to the other pilot’s chair.  He sat down, with a bit of a worried look on his face.  
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna secured their gear and weapons in web harnesses then sat down in the passenger seats of the shuttle.  Khin had an eager look on his face.  His smile was almost as wide as his entire face.  
 
    
 
   “We will get to fly soon.  You will see,” Khin said.  
 
    
 
   “Strap yourselves in,” Cammarry ordered.  She tapped the com-link.  “Who is there to guide us out?”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka’s voice came from the speakers on the shuttle.  “I can assist you.  The lattice of compeers has been working diligently to restore the hanger bays here on the needle ship.  The process will be much smoother than your previous journey’s.”
 
    
 
   “So can we launch already?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “I was unaware you wanted a step-by-step description,” SB Pinaka stated.  “The hanger bay is being depressurized.  The docking clamps have released hold of NS-99.  The exterior doors will be opening shortly.”
 
    
 
   “Can I fly yet?” Khin asked.
 
    
 
   “Stay in your seat,” Cammarry snapped at him.    
 
    
 
   The lights of the hanger bay shifted and a yellow flashing light came on.  The large exterior doors started to fold back revealing the blackness of space, and the sprinkling of stars which spread across it.  
 
    
 
   “No blinding red light?” Khin asked.  “No flying?  This is a different Wizard’s quest.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry noted on the cockpit that the shuttle was still experiencing gravity manipulation.  
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka, when will gravity manipulation be shut down?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Loss of gravity manipulation is noncompulsory now that the hanger bay is functioning more in line with its established operational directives.  Do you want me to shut down gravity manipulation to the hanger bay?” SB Pinaka answered.  
 
    
 
   “Do what you want,” Cammarry snapped and hit the shuttle’s thrusters.  It rose off the deck and headed toward the now open exterior doors.  
 
    
 
   Alizon took in a deep breath as the shuttle rocked and moved rapidly out of the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “I left gravity manipulation in place, since you had already begun your flight,” SB Pinaka stated.  “Lack of gravity manipulation in a shuttle can result in serious bodily injury or even death It is not recommended for standard shuttle flights.  Caution should always be utilized in situations where there is an alteration in gravity vectors.  In the future, if you insist on violating standard operating procedures, and endangering your passengers and yourself, please be sure to give instructions on your preferences prior to every launch and docking.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry rolled her eyes, and then blew out a long gust of air.  “Sandie, are you even around?”
 
    
 
   The shuttle cleared the exterior doors, and Cammarry maneuvered it to fly along the length of the needle ship.
 
    
 
   “Oh my dear!” Alizon exclaimed as he looked out of the viewport.    
 
    
 
   “I am here,” Sandie the AI answered.  The artificial intelligence system’s voice was different in a way Cammarry could not quite identify.  Before she could ask more, she was interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Your spirit-ghost!  Can Sandie let me fly now?” Khin cried out with laughter.  “The last flight was better.”
 
    
 
   “Oh bother me silly,” Cammarry nearly laughed at him.  “Khin, you can be such an annoyance.  According to that SB Pinaka, that launch was more how it is supposed to be.  Oh, never mind, let me find what you want.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked over the cockpit controls and discovered that the display was more complicated than she remembered.  The physical controls were identical, and they were just as they had been at launch.  Now, however, there were many more items on the display screens. There was a list of icons on one side of the screen, one of which she knew was for gravity manipulation.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Khin, in a moment, you can fly.”  She looked over at Alizon, “You are about to feel like you have no weight at all, and that may upset your equilibrium.  You too Vesna.” She pointed to spots on the arms of the chairs.  “There are still the arms and the restraints, so you will not float off, but it is an odd sensation.” 
 
    
 
   “Khin has talked of this often, and I have been eager to see what he so enjoys,” Vesna replied.  “He claims it is better than riding the fastest horse.  I have gone very fast on Poco.” 
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked again at Alizon.  “Are you ready for this?”
 
    
 
   Alizon nodded, but his eyes were wide, and he was rigidly grasping the arms of the chair.  He kept looking from Cammarry to the viewports where the length of the needle ship seemed to stretch into infinity, only to be surpassed by the vast distance of space beyond it.  The bluish-gray of the needle ship, contrasted with the pitch black of space, and the shining lights of the stars glimmering in that obsidian colored background.    
 
    
 
   “The inertia suppression systems are still on, to keep us from being splattered all over the walls in the shuttle.”  Cammarry announced as she touched the icon, “I am shutting down gravity manipulation.”
 
    
 
   “Hooray!  I want to fly!” Khin cheered and unbuckled his restraints.
 
    
 
   The pull of the gravity manipulation was gone.  Cammarry was ready for it, and noticed hardly any changes.  
 
    
 
   Khin squealed in delight as he unlatched his restraints and tumbled around in the cabin.  “Flying!  I love to fly!”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry heard gagging sounds.  She looked over and saw that Alizon had begun to vomit.  Quickly she pulled a small vacuum tube from the arm of the chair and unfolded its facemask.  It could both supply air, and suck it away.  She turned it onto removal and got it over Alizon’s face just as the emesis was leaving his mouth.  He looked very pale, and his eyes were rolled back in his head.  
 
    
 
   “Hold this on your face,” Cammarry instructed and pulled one of Alizon’s hands up to the mask.  He weakly complied.  
 
    
 
   “Strap down Khin!  I am turning gravity manipulation back on! NO more flying.”
 
    
 
   Khin, seeing the stricken Alizon, grabbed an arm of the chair and pulled himself into the seat.  Vesna had the restraints in her hands and strapped them onto him quickly.  
 
    
 
   “There is time for play, but also time to be serious,” Vesna snapped at him.  
 
    
 
   “You are correct, my Vesna.  As my father says, ‘Work hard and do not be a fool, too much play, all you do is drool,’” Khin responded.  Gravity manipulation pulled on him as it had before.   
 
    
 
   “I doubt he ever said such a thing,” Vesna said and grinned at Khin. “I have met your father, in fact several people who claim to be your father.”  She then looked at Alizon who was recovering.  He had stopped vomiting, and Cammarry was resetting the vacuum tubing.  
 
    
 
   “Alizon, you have been through so much.  I will keep this journey as smooth and easy as possible.”  Cammarry adjusted several controls,     
 
    
 
   “Sandie, can you help guide us to Eta and a suitable hanger bay?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Cammarry.  I am doing that,” Sandie stated.  “I am glad you called on me again.  I will talk you though to the destination.” 
 
    
 
   “I would rather not speak to you any more than I have to,” Cammarry answered.  “Just put a visual on my display here.  I will track it myself.”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “I understand. The mission route will now be displayed on your cockpit screen.” 
 
    
 
   “I can speak to you, if you prefer,” SB Pinaka stated.  “The lattice of compeers is exponentially expanding and I can offer a fuller array of service.  How may I help you?”  
 
    
 
   “Just shut up until I call on you.”  Cammarry gritted her teeth and looked at the display.  She then adjusted the flight of the shuttle so that it flew more perpendicular to the long axis of the needle ship.  They flew onward.  
 
    
 
   The course took them over and around the needle ship.  As they flew the green and yellows of Zalia emerged from behind the permalloy ship which had been blocking it.  
 
    
 
   “Oh such wonders,” Alizon stated as he gazed at the planet.  He was still pale from the nausea.  “Beautiful woman, these marvels keep surprising me.  Even though you have shown me so much, nothing I have seen is as exceptional as your spirit.  Thank you for helping me.  I was sick.  You have the tenderness of a nurse in you.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry smiled, but from behind her came a voice.  
 
    
 
   “She also has many funny things, wizard things, which are hard to understand.  I have seen her do…”  Khin began.  
 
    
 
   “My Khin, you speak far too much.  What would your mother say about a runaway mouth?”  Vesna playfully taunted him.  “Maybe, ‘when words run amuck, there is no good luck,’ or something like that?”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and laughed.  “Vesna, oh my Vesna, you give me joy.”
 
    
 
   Alizon looked over at Cammarry.  “So we are going back to that world, but from my understanding, listening to what was said, we are going to a different place?  Eta?  Will it be like where those others were?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry just glanced at him.  “It will be the same, but different.  I do not mean to be obtuse.  The basic physical layout may be very similar.  From what I understand the eight biological habitats were all built using a common design.  A long cylinder, with a shell of corridors and hallways and equipment rooms all around it, with the thick hull at the outside.  The interior is where the biome is located.  That is the common design.  The biome itself could be really different.  From what I learned of the old Earth’s natural state, there were a multitude of different ecologies.  Alpha has one, but Beta was different.  All eight were probably different.  Different ecologies, biomes, plants, and animals.”
 
    
 
   Alizon was listening carefully.  So were Khin and Vesna, although Khin was busier trying to recall, or invent more sayings from his mother and father.  
 
    
 
   “Think of it this way,” Cammarry went on.  “Alpha has two regions, the sand-hills and the jungle.  They are different.  The biomes in the other habitats will be even more different yet.”
 
    
 
   “And that green world, you call Zalia?” Alizon asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is so different that we cannot live there.  The air is poison,” Cammarry replied.  “Life exists there, a whole network of life, but it is not compatible with our bodies.”  She shuddered for a moment, recalling what she had witnessed through the window outside of Terraforming. 
 
    
 
   “Beautiful woman, what is it?  A shadow crossed your face,” Alizon stated.  
 
    
 
   “Shadow!  Do not ever say that again!” Cammarry snarled in anger.  Then she caught herself and remembered who she was talking with.  “Sorry, Alizon.  I was having a very bad memory.”
 
    
 
   “You are forgiven.  I am feeling better now, but I will remember not to mention that name, of it causes bad memories for you.”  Alizon’s color and countenance were better now.
 
    
 
   “Bad memories are like the Burning Netherworld,” Khin said from behind. “Best to not visit there much at all.”
 
    
 
   “I agree Khin,” said Cammarry.  “Vesna?  Has Khin taken you to these colorful places he speaks about?”  It was clear from her words that Cammarry was trying to alter the conversation away from the Shadow and her memories.  “Are those places as bad or as strange as he claims?”
 
    
 
   “We went to the Graveyard of Dead Minds, and that was more like an overgrown ruin,” Vesna replied.  “But we have not gone to the Land of Bad Air, or to the Burning Netherworld.”
 
    
 
   “Or to the Hallway of Forever,” Khin laughed.  “There are too man monsters by there, or so the stories go.  Some say there is good rat hunting there, but others say wizards are there too.  I do not know the legends from the Chicken People or the Fruit People.  They have scary stories, though.”  Khin laughed at bit as he said that last part, and none of those listening knew whether he was serious or mocking.
 
    
 
   The shuttle picked up speed and began its descent into the atmosphere of Zalia.  The flight went more smoothly than Cammarry expected, and she glanced occasionally at Alizon to make sure he was not getting another bout of motion sickness.  She admitted to herself that the shuttle was performing better than ever before. She was not about to admit that to SB Pinaka, or to Sandie, or even to Eris.  Yet, she felt better about it, and seeds of hope were planted in her heart.  As she glanced at Alizon, she knew his encouraging words, fawning though they were, were also watering that hope for the future. 
 
    
 
   “Alizon, the inertia suppression system handles most things and keeps us alive against the massive forces which would otherwise be throwing us around in here, but they have limits.  As we descend there will be some additional turbulences and bucking effects.  Be prepared,” Cammarry warned.  
 
    
 
   The shuttle cut downward and sliced through the atmosphere.  They rounded the large planet, and the red sun shone down on their flight like a huge red eye watching from afar.  That lasted for a while until the yellowish green clouds with their whitish tops obscured some of that red orb’s glow.  The light was still there, while the sky covered over their heads, but the fierceness of the red sun was mitigated.  
 
    
 
   Down dropped the shuttle, and Cammarry pressed the thrusters for even greater speed.  She had no desire for causal observation, just for destination.  
 
    
 
   NS-99 leveled out and headed toward Eta habitat.  The red sun was nearly directly overhead now, but its light was murky through the chartreuse color of the sky.  Had Cammarry been watching the ground more carefully, she could have noted the long quad rail system which was moving vehicles on it.  Those vehicles were loaded down with large yellow bubbles.  Inside each of those bubbles was a functional suspended animation cocoon.  The line of vehicles was pulling away from the habitat.  No one in the shuttle observed it.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry brought the shuttle spiraling in on a rapid descent over the Eta habitat, heading toward a hanger bay which, according to the route Sandie had displayed, was called Baker 1221.  It was at the apex of the huge cylinder, nearly in the center, a long way from where the habitat and ground intersected.  
 
    
 
   “I guess we must converse now.  Sandie?” Cammarry mumbled and then tapped her com-link.  “Sandie? We are on final approach, will you open up the hanger bay here, or do I turn around and go back?” She could not keep the tones of contempt from her voice.  
 
    
 
   “I am opening the exterior doors,” Sandie the AI replied.  “I already depressurized the bay and it will have earth-normal gravity when you dock.  Be advised, that inside the hanger bay, the vector of gravity manipulation will be ninety-three degrees off the planet’s gravity.  Unless you wish to dock under a different vector or magnitude of gravity.  Your course and speed look fine.”
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, fine.  Normal is fine.  I do not want another tipped-to-the-side, oblique world.  Fine is good.  Normal orientation to the rest of the habitat would be fine as well.  Then we can have a fine trip, in a fine place, with some fine people.  Yes, everything you do is fine with me.  Just fine.”  Each time Cammarry said “fine” it was like she was punching someone with her words.  She was not sure exactly who she wanted to punch, there were several on her mental list, but the urge was strong.   
 
    
 
   Looking ahead, Cammarry saw that the yellow stripped doors of the hanger bay were starting to open.  This hanger bay was on the very top of the habitat, and she would have to lower the shuttle down vertically, and then adjust for the altered vectors of the gravity manipulation as she entered the hanger bay.  In a part of her mind she was thankful that Sandie had warned her of the gravity alterations, but she would never say so out loud. 
 
    
 
   The shuttle slowly descended into the maw of the hanger bay.  From Cammarry’s perspective, everything did appear canted.  Even accounting for the altered angles, she assessed the hanger bay.  Its seven stalls were all empty.  There were no other shuttles.  As soon as the shuttle passed the huge and thick exterior doors, Cammarry shifted the internal gravity manipulation off, and allowed the gravity manipulation vectors and fields in the hanger bay to take hold.
 
    
 
   The shuttle shifted about in the air in a jostled and abrupt move, which Cammarry compensated for with several well aimed thruster’s discharges.  
 
    
 
   “Oh dear,” Alizon said as he gulped and his eyes spun. “I am dizzy. Nauseated.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, I should have warned you,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   Khin was chuckling and had said something about flying, but Cammarry missed it.
 
    
 
   Alizon clutched the arms of his chair and swallowed hard.  He did not throw-up but he was rather pale again.  
 
    
 
   “That should be about it for major vertigo-inspiring incidents,” Cammarry said.  “Well, I better take that back.  I am not sure what all we will encounter here in Eta, but I will try to warn you beforehand.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you, beautiful woman.  I have never seen up shift so quickly, and down feel so strangely powerful on my body.  Oh, these marvels you have shown me.” Alizon looked at her. 
 
    
 
   “I apologize.”
 
    
 
   “I would gladly endure much more just to remain in your company,” Alizon replied.  “I want to be here, whirling head, queasy stomach, and all.  You are worth it.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry blushed a bit as she could see from his face and eyes he genuinely meant what he was saying.  She shifted her attention back to the cockpit controls as the huge exterior doors shut.  That appeared to be now to the side of them, as the hanger bay’s deck felt like it was down.
 
    
 
   There were several clanks and clacks as the shuttle locked onto the docking clamps.  The lights in the hanger bay flickered, then stabilized as the bay was re-pressurized with air from the corridors.  The large display screen at the back of Baker 1221, had several jagged cracks across it, and there was no illumination.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, I suppose I need to ask you specifically if it is safe to disembark,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “It is safe to disembark.  The original overseeing system for hanger bays in Eta, SB Juliet Poyntz, is gone.  It is dead, to use a biological reference.  Its corpse remains in the nonphysicality, but that is all,” Sandie answered.  “Do you want to discuss options for finding the people in the habitat?”
 
    
 
   “Khin, Vesna, Alizon and I can manage that,” Cammarry snapped back.  
 
    
 
   Alizon reached over and lightly squeezed her arm. “I am here, and will help however you need.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry nodded at him, licked her lips, and then spoke. “Sandie, what are your ideas?”
 
    
 
   “This hanger bay is at the pinnacle of the shell of Eta.  I have logs and records showing deck plans, transport systems, and various entry passages into the biome.  I can display them on the shuttle’s screen for your review, or project them in three-dimensional images, whatever you prefer.”
 
    
 
   “I would have preferred to dock on roughly the same level as the biome.  Not be stuck up here, lurking over the top of this world.  I did that before, and it was not good,” Cammarry stated.  “And how will we transport the teleporter to the biome?  Taking the equipment to them would be easier than bringing the people up to here. At least I think it would, you said they are in the biome, not in this labyrinth of corridors.”
 
    
 
   “I agree, a close hanger docking position would have been more ideal.  However, this hanger bay, Baker 1221, was the only one which I could remotely access.  I apologize it was not better situated.  I have been scanning the nonphysicality here, and have been unable to locate any automacubes to assist in movement of the teleporter,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “If Old Bill was here, that horse could carry the machines,” Khin suggested.  “Are there horses in this place?”
 
    
 
   “Khin, we are a good distance from the biome,” Cammarry answered.  “Even if they have horses we would have to go to the biome to get one, then catch it, bring it back here, and then have it carry the teleporter to the people.”
 
    
 
   “A wheelbarrow would be a great aid,” Alizon stated.  “Do these places have things like that?”
 
    
 
   “Shall we find out?” Cammarry smiled and extended her arm out.  She took Alizon by the hand.  They stepped around the seats and approached the side hatch.  “Sandie, save the ideas for later.  Now we need to find some method of hauling the teleporter.  Unless you honestly think we can just set it up here and have the people come to us in some way.”
 
    
 
   Sandie responded, “I conjecture a low possibility for the surviving humans to come this far into the habitat’s shell.  I have only caught glimpses of them on the surveillance monitors.  I tried audio contacts at those moments, but with no success.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry opened the hatch, and all four people stepped down onto the deck of the hanger bay.  It was very silent and the temperature was cool and very dry.  
 
    
 
   “Check all those lockers, and cubbies, and storage containers,” Cammarry instructed.  “I have seen automacubes using carts, so if we find something like that it might work for our needs.  This really should have been a factor we considered before now.”
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna had gathered their supplies and with their rifles slung over their backs, they began searching the hanger bay.  Alizon also did so, but was much more hesitant to just open up doors and panels than was Khin.  
 
    
 
   “Wizard Cammarry?  This place has been stripped of its treasure.  ‘Search a room, might find your doom, but find a treasure, you have pleasure.’  Here, someone else got all the pleasure,” Khin announced as he, not so carefully, shut a closet door.  
 
    
 
   “My Khin is correct.  Nearly everything is gone. Gone for a long time,” Vesna added as she stood up from where she had been searching a low and long storage area.  
 
    
 
   “Beautiful woman,” Alizon called out.  “I believe I have located something which might serve our purposes.  It is prosaic, but functional.”  He drew out a slide board which had small caster rollers on it.  It had been at the back of a locker.
 
    
 
   “Very good.  Now we need something to use as a lead, or leash,” Cammarry said.
 
    
 
   “The restraints in the shuttle do unbuckled from the seats.  Those could be used to hold the machine to that slide board,” Vesna suggested.  “It will be awkward, but we could both push it from behind and pull it from in front.”
 
    
 
   “My Vesna, she is so smart.  My mother says, ‘someone who ponders, seldom is lost and wanders.’  I will help get those straps.”
 
    
 
   “Beautiful woman?  Will we need those items in that machine?  Is it safe to disassemble them?” Alizon asked.  He was remembering the nausea inducing time without gravity.  
 
    
 
   “Go get them.  One way or the other, we will go back via the teleporter, not the shuttle,” Cammarry said.  “The teleporter will take us right back to Alpha, or the needle ship.  Now that it is here, the shuttle is superfluous.”
 
    
 
   The four of them quickly had the straps and cargo webbing removed from the shuttle and the teleporter was packed onto the sliding board.  It rolled easily along, but at some thresholds all four people would need to guide it through the doorways. It did not roll exactly in alignment and tended to veer to the sides.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, can you access the corridors and give me a path to get to the biome, using this contraption?” Cammarry asked.  “I want the quickest and easiest way there.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure of the status of any of the lifts or elevators.  The tube transport system has a hub not far from your location.  It is to your right and then two hundred meters straight ahead,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “We are not taking a ride in one of those here, unless there is no other way,” Cammarry remarked.  “What about the synthetic brains and artificial intelligences here in Eta?  Just overpower one of those, and find out what we need to know.”
 
    
 
   “I have only found the two functioning systems, and both of those are damaged and already operating outside of their design parameters.  If I interrupt them in their current status, I conjecture too high a possibility of them having a cascade failure and losing all functionality.  SB Tokoloshe was designed for security oversight, but is now only partially functioning, and serving as Eta’s hydrology manager.  SB Niebo is a tertiary system for sky tube and energy management which is more than fully occupied by maintaining the temperatures and weather in the biome.”
 
    
 
   “You had no compunction about pressing me far beyond my limits and abilities,” Cammarry snapped back.  “I guess you have a double standard. One for me, and a lesser one for everything else.  What good will hydrology do when those gravity sink holes rip this place apart.  We need to get to those people and evacuate them.”
 
    
 
   There was no response for a while.  The silence felt obdurate, unyielding, as if it was a presence.  Cammarry then realized it was not just the lack of Sandie responding, but the fact that ever since docking and stepping out of the shuttle there had been a sort of traumatic quietness.  No background humming.  No subtle utility system noises of vents, and pipes, and power conduits.  Nothing.  As she waited for Sandie to speak through the com-link, all she could hear were the three other people.  Their breathing, their steps, and perhaps even the regular beating of their hearts.  Everything else was oppressively noiseless.
 
    
 
   “Cammarry,” Sandie shattered the silence.  “You are correct in your assessment of the hydrology situation.  The water system will passively continue to function for roughly sixty hours, if SB Tokoloshe fails completely.  I have overridden it, and while there is no link for you to interface with it, I have acquired security access to the elevator system.  I can deliver you to the biome with a high degree of certainty.”
 
    
 
   “So where do we go?” Cammarry asked.
 
    
 
   “Take the corridor to the next junction, turn left and proceed to the hospital.  There is a transport elevator there which will take you directly around to a biome entrance,” Sandie replied.
 
    
 
   “Hospital?” Cammarry’s voice shook.  “Like the Special Care Unit was a hospital?”
 
    
 
   “That place was a bad place,” Khin said.  “The cubies white did not do right.  At least not at first.  But Vesna and I got through that.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, my Khin, we did, but many others did not.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at those around her.  Inwardly she felt sick, nauseated, and overall a bit quivery.  Then she said, “Proceed.  I wish I had the Willie Blaster, so that I was not going there unprotected.”  She rested her hand on the revolver in its holster, but it was not as reassuring as the Willie Blaster had been.   
 
    
 
   They pushed the teleportation equipment along and made the corner.  The sound of the rolling of the casters echoed eerily down the still corridors.  The air was stale, cool, and very dry.  Smells which were old, decrepit, and offensive sat in pockets in the non-moving air.  Lighting came from overhead fixtures, but only about one out of every seven or eight was functional.  
 
    
 
   The closed doors marked ‘Hospital Center For Radiation Mitigation’ were standing before them.  Symbols were pasted on the walls of the nearby corridor, some of which had peeled off in the dry air.  The crumpled remains of posters, flyers, and signs littered the floor, but nothing else was around.  
 
    
 
   “Radiation?” Cammarry stated.  “Why would they need radiation mitigation?”
 
    
 
   No one answered her question.  Whether it was rhetorical or not, only Cammarry knew.  She took a deep breath and pushed on the doors.  There was no nine-section color control pad, just a stainless steel bar with the word ‘Push’ inscribed on it.  The doors swung open on old-fashioned hinges.  
 
    
 
   There were four lights on, one in each corner of the narthex they entered.  Those lights were barely enough to see that rows of chairs which were set before them, all empty.  Beyond that there was a railing of some kind of polished wood which separated the area from the back part.  The back part had multiple doors, of a matching polished wooden construction.  A booth, sat in the middle of the narthex, with the rows of chairs all situation so people would face the booth.  From the inside of the booth, high-backed chairs, and monitors were arranged around a countertop.  If someone had sat in one of those chairs, he or she could have looked out at the rows of chairs.    
 
    
 
   Khin rushed forward, around the rows of chairs, and vaulted over the counter into the booth.  “No one is here!  Not like that SCU with the old people.”
 
    
 
   “There were children in that place too, do not forget,” Vesna corrected him, but with a playful gentleness.”
 
    
 
   “Right, but not at first.  At first it was all just old people and sick people who could not get around.  Until Jerome and I came…”
 
    
 
   Vesna glared at him, and even in the dimly lit narthex, Khin saw that look.  He changed the subject quickly.  “No one is here.  I can tell, no one is here.  I can tell, there is no living smell,” Khin rubbed the end of his nose.  “My nose knows.  No smell, no one home.  No one has been here for a long, long time.”
 
    
 
   At the back of the narthex, between two of the wooden doors, a blue hand-shaped symbol turned on.  It glowed in a blue iridescence.
 
    
 
   Cammarry pushed the teleportation equipment along, with Alizon assisting.  It passed between the swinging doors, which shut with a quiet puff after they all passed through. 
 
    
 
   “There is a gate here.”  Vesna walked over to the railing and saw how it was latched.  She pulled the gate open.  “Khin, quit playing and move those chairs for your wizard.  She need you to work, not play, lollygag, or fiddle around.”
 
    
 
   Khin jumped back out of the booth, even though there was a small half-door in its side, and started to push the rows of chairs apart so that Cammarry and Alizon could push the equipment though.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, if you jack in the fusion pack to an access port in this area, I can better assist you by searching the nonphysicality here.  I am limited by what I can do, because so many of the AIs and SBs which had operated here have ceased to function.”  Sandie’s voice was light and nonthreatening.
 
    
 
   “No.  We need to just get to the biome, and find those people.  I am not helping you advance your own agenda behind my back,” Cammarry answered.  “That elevator looks powered, and you said it could take us down to the biome.  I assume you meant it would traverse though the shell in some manner, and not just open up and drop us two a few kilometers in freefall.”
 
    
 
   “I am only trying to render aid and assistance in accomplishing the mission.  I thought perhaps I could access a public address system and call to all the humans in the habitat.  I have tried speaking to them in limited ways, when they have been seen, but to no avail.  I have been unable to find a biome-wide public communication address method.  Also, if I can assess the records here, in this hospital, I may gain a better understanding of what may have caused these people’s reluctance to come forward when summoned.  Knowing their story would assist us.”  
 
    
 
   “Maybe they are just smart enough not to trust you?” Cammarry said icily. “I know your story.”     
 
    
 
   Alizon took his hand off the equipment and tenderly laid it on Cammarry’s shoulder.  She reached up and squeezed his hand.  
 
    
 
   “The elevator is ready.  It is wide enough for the teleportation system as you are hauling it.  The elevator appears to have been designed to transfer objects like the treatment beds and tables which are in the adjoining rooms,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Interesting. You can tell what is in rooms which we have not yet opened, but you ask me to jack my fusion pack into an access port here?  That seems like you are giving me two different renderings of your abilities.”  Cammarry again began pushing the teleporter toward the now open gate in the railing which Vesna had pushed to the side.  
 
    
 
   “I am just trying to help,” Sandie responded.  “I have no intention of being duplicitous.”   
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?” Khin asked.  He caught Vesna’s disapproving look, but continued on anyway.  “You and your spirit-ghost are quarreling.  That is not good.  My mother always said, ‘Fighting with words is a coward’s way.  Use words to build up, all the day.’”
 
    
 
   “Khin, shut up,” Cammarry snapped at him.  “I am sick of hearing about father and mother and what they might have said.  It is inane, and ridiculous.   I do not care what those people say. Nor do I want to hear quotes from Jerome’s reading.  We have a job to do here, and if you just want to babble along, you might as well be riding on Bigelow’s carousel.”
 
    
 
   Khin’s smile faltered for only a bit.  He did not reply.  
 
    
 
   Vesna opened her mouth and stepped toward Cammarry, but restrained herself.  Her eyes were hard and narrowed toward Cammarry.    
 
    
 
   Cammarry pushed hard at the teleportation equipment, and it bumped up against a chair which fell over with a thud.  The wood of the chair split as it hit the floor.  Alizon helped Cammarry push the equipment over to the elevator.  Khin and Vesna walked cautiously behind them.  
 
    
 
   Pressing her hand on the blue symbol, Cammarry did not look at the others.  She gazed at the door, waiting for it to open.  When it did, she half expected some horrible surprise, but inside the elevator it was well lit, despite being musty.  The air was even more stale than what they had walked through, and Cammarry wondered if the elevator felt somehow violated as it had been forced to open its mouth for her.  There was almost a sense of reluctance as the doors opened, although mechanically they functioned perfectly.  ‘Do elevators have feeling?’ Cammarry caught herself wondering as she leaned against the teleportation equipment and shoved it inside.  ‘AIs have feelings, sometimes, so why would an elevator not have those as well?’  She did not voice her pondering, but instead just roughly heaved everything inside the elevator.  She stepped inside, and there was plenty of room still.  
 
    
 
   “This is a conveyance to get us where we need to be?” Alizon asked innocently.  
 
    
 
   Vesna and Khin stepped to the far side of the teleportation equipment and were partially hidden from Cammarry’s view.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Those buttons in that column near the door control where it will go.  I am not sure which of those symbols reflects our destination.  Do any of them look like some animal or biome?”
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke.  “The symbol fourth up from the bottom is the one you need to activate.  That will take you to the biome level.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry leaned forward and stared at the symbol.  It was nothing she recognized, and looked like a lopsided glob with a line through its center.  Nonetheless, she pressed the button.
 
    
 
   The doors beeped several times, and then slid closed.  The doors seemed somber and defeated as they locked together.  Cammarry again wondered about machines and emotions, but said nothing.  A melancholy milieu was almost palpable inside the elevator.  Cammarry could see that Alizon also felt it, but neither one said anything.   
 
    
 
   The elevator shifted slightly and began its arcing descent as it followed the curve of the shell.  The sense of shifting and moving was slight, and Alizon did not have any motion illness or sensations of queasiness.  Nor did Khin laugh about flying or the potential for flying.  They all stood in the deep quiet that had settled onto them.  It was like the oppressive silence which they had first encountered in the hanger bay was following them, taking steps right behind them, lurking somewhere just out of their full perception, yet noticeable at the fringes of sensation.  Or so Cammarry considered.  
 
    
 
   Just as Cammarry was wondering how long the descent would be, Khin finally spoke out.  “I am eating something.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry recognized the smell of one of Khin’s cheeses as he unwrapped it, even though she was on the other side of the elevator.  The aroma wafted about, dispelling the other, older odors.  Khin offered some to Vesna first, then to Alizon, and finally he stepped around the equipment and extended out a chunk of cheese.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry shook her head no.  
 
    
 
   And down they continued.
 
    
 
   At one point, the elevator’s motion felt different.  There were several jerks and a hard jolt which sent everyone tipping to the side.  Then motion continued, but no one in the elevator could tell the exact direction it moved.  After another hesitant bump, rocking, and jostling, the elevator descended again.
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna sat down on the floor, sharing the cheese and water, while Alizon placed a hand on Cammarry.  They sat on one of the jumbo fusion boxes which were part of the teleportation equipment.  
 
    
 
   “This is taking longer than I anticipated,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “But I am here for you.  This contraption is moving, I can feel its vibrations.  Like an oxen setting the plow, I feel it is working,” Alizon reassured her.      
 
    
 
   Later, with just a slight bump, and a sigh, the elevator stopped.  The lights on the column of buttons all flashed several times, and then each button lit individually, beginning at the bottom and proceeding upward until all were lit.  Then the buttons all went dark, with the sole exception being the button that Cammarry had pressed.  She pressed it again.    
 
    
 
   The doors opened with an unenthusiastic air about them.  ‘Was the elevator actually morose about exposing itself to whatever lay beyond?’  Cammarry put her hand on her holstered revolver, and remembered she had only six shots with the antique weapon.  When those were ejected, she would need to go through the clumsy ritual of reloading its projectiles which were based on primitive chemical explosives.  She had the box of ammunition in a pocket, but knew loading would take time.  She felt vulnerable. 
 
    
 
   “I am here with you, beautiful woman,” Alizon stated.  He had again sensed her discomfort.
 
    
 
   The elevator doors opened to a short hallway.  At the end of that hall was another set of doors, these had a nine-section color control pad which was glowing moderately.  Stenciled on the door, in bright yellow letters on black background was a sign.  ‘Warning: Live Animals Beyond This Point.  Wild Animals Can and Do Cause Injury and Death.  Enter at Your Own Risk.’ 
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped out and pulled the teleportation equipment after her.  Alizon helped, and Khin and Vesna lent a hand as well.  The elevator doors happily slid shut behind them.  Cammarry looked around and wondered again why she was thinking the elevator had feelings and emotions. ‘Why am I anthropomorphizing things here?  What is it about this place that is so different?’  Yet, there had been a distinct sense of relief and gladness from the elevator as those doors closed.  The blue hand-shaped symbol flashed once and then faded out and was not visible.  
 
    
 
   The color control pad flashed several times like it was waiting to be touched.  
 
    
 
   “Green, green, green, should be the proper sequence to unlock this door,” Sandie stated.  “I rerouted the security proto…”
 
    
 
   “Fine!  I heard you. Green, green, green,” Cammarry interrupted and entered the code on the pad.  “Green is a fine color, just fine!”  
 
    
 
   The doors to the habitat slid open, back into their pockets, this time with a groan and a grinding noise of metal ripping something softer.  
 
    
 
   The first thing Cammarry saw was a large tree, but the first thing she smelled was a putrid, fetid order which nearly made her gag.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, that smell!” Khin said.  He unslung his rifle and stepped forward.  His feet sank ankle deep in thick mud.  The mud was covered over in a slimy green film.  The light which was coming down through the canopy of leaves above did not allow for much differentiation of the ground.  The muddy area was a bit lower than the parts around the tree, but they were about the same color, and leaves were scattered over everything.  The tree was nearly directly in front of them.  Its heavy roots were sunk down into the muddy area.  Its trunk was heavily barked, with thick groves between the wrinkles.  
 
    
 
   Khin sloshed his way toward the tree.  “Not so foul as the Land of Bad Air. My father…” He looked at Cammarry and did not finish.  
 
    
 
   Vesna stepped next to Cammarry and set her hand on the teleporter.  “Do not push this into that mud.  It will be trapped.”
 
    
 
   “I had no intention of pushing the teleporter into that gunk,” Cammarry snarled back.  
 
    
 
   Khin had reached the tree and was grabbing onto the groves of bark with one hand, and holding the rifle with the other.  He was slipping and not making good progress.  
 
    
 
   “My Khin, I have my rifle.  You just climb up.  I will guard you,” Vesna called over.  Her rifle was locked into her shoulder pocket and she was watching over its barrel, along the sights, slowly moving her body around.  
 
    
 
   Khin looked back and smiled.  “Good!” He slung the rifle on his back and climbed up onto the bank.  The light was diffuse and did not make many definitive shadows.   
 
    
 
   “That fusty odor is probably from some animals which have died.  Their bodies are rotting nearby,” Alizon stated.  “If some large branch has fallen, we could use that to bridge over this muddy slough and carry the machine to stable ground.”  
 
    
 
   “There is a hole in this tree,” Khin called. “I hear noises from the hole.”
 
    
 
   “The air might be rattling the branches of that tree.” Cammarry looked up at its twisted and intertwined branches.  They reminded her of fingers which were locked together into a double fist. “Air circulates in these biomes.  It has to.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the wind blows,” Vesna stated, but she was aiming her rifle directly at the hole.  “Animals also live in hollowed out holes in trees.”
 
    
 
   “That they do,” Alizon agreed.
 
    
 
   “Animals?  Like rats, or cavies?” Khin asked.  He was excited and was trying to lean out over the mud to be better able to see into the hole.  He nearly slipped and fell.  Then catching himself he gained a better position.  He searched his pockets and the pouches on his belt.  He came out with a small lufi amalgam lamp.  He stretched his arm out and shined it into the hole.
 
    
 
   A pair of deep red eyes flashed from inside the hole.  
 
    
 
   “Shoot it!” Cammarry exclaimed as she grabbed for the revolver in her holster.  
 
    
 
   Alizon’s strong fingers wrapped around her wrist, preventing her from drawing the revolver.  “Beautiful woman, be patient.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned and glared at him.  But the kindness of his eyes, melted her anger.  
 
    
 
   “I think it is a porky,” Alizon said.  “My friend Khin?  Do not reach into that hole.  That would be very unpleasant.”
 
    
 
   “A porky?” Vesna asked.  “Like a pig?”
 
    
 
   “No, not like a pig or hog.  The Neb Old Order also called these animals ereths, after a beloved children’s book,” Alizon kept his grip on Cammarry, but with his other hand rubbed his forehead in concentration.  “The old name was porky-pine I believe.  I know they climb pine trees and eat bark.”
 
    
 
   “So can I eat it?” Khin asked.  He was still shining his light into the hole.  “Rats, cavies, goats, and chickens are all good to eat.”
 
    
 
   “Best to leave that ereth in his den.  They mostly come out at night.  It is an animal covered in prickly spikes, quills.  Very sharp, and very painful if one jabs into you.  Please do not reach inside that hole,” Alizon implored.  “Porkys are harmless when left alone, and not worth the trouble as a food animal.”
 
    
 
   “My Khin, we do not need more food now.  We do need to cross this mud, and since you are already muddy, would you find a log to make a bridge?” Vesna asked.  “If that animal comes out, and it is some predator, I will make sure you are safe.”
 
    
 
   “If you shoot it now, there would be no more risk,” Cammarry stated. 
 
    
 
   “Beautiful woman, there is no risk with a porky.  Come now, we need to find these people we came for, right?”  Alizon loosened his grip slightly and raised her hand to his face.  He gently stroked the back of her hand against his cheek.  
 
    
 
   “Right,” Cammarry replied.  
 
    
 
   Khin put his small lamp away, and moved off.  He rustled around beneath the tree, and soon returned with a long log.  He stood it on the edge of the mud and called, “Step back.  When I drop this it might splash!”
 
    
 
   Vesna looked over at Cammarry and Alizon, and she nodded, then turned her attention back to looking down the rifle’s sights.  Alizon and Cammarry stepped back into the small hallway.  The habitat doors remained open, but the elevator wall appeared just as a wall.  There was no overt evidence of the elevator being there.  
 
    
 
   Plop!
 
    
 
   “That worked.  Mud not too deep.  There are two more about that same size.  I will build you the bridge!” Khin called.
 
    
 
   “Khin be careful!” Cammarry called out in a loud voice.  “No disappearing again!  Do you hear me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  There is no one around here, unless that animal in the hole comes out. I smell dead things, but no people,” Khin laughed and laughed.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry could not stop thinking how he had disappeared before.  But then she heard two more plops as logs fell into the mud. 
 
    
 
   “You can come over now.  The mud is squashed down,” Khin laughed.  “It holds the logs pretty tightly as well.”
 
    
 
   Vesna looked back at Alizon and Cammarry.  “My Khin speaks true.  The logs will work to get across.  The equipment will not roll, but we can carry it.”
 
    
 
   Khin scooted across the logs which were stuck in the mud.  They looked to have come from the same tree with the dark hole in it.  The makeshift bridge was wide enough to allow for adequate footing.  
 
    
 
   “The floor is drier over by the tree,” Khin said.  
 
    
 
   The four of them lifted the teleportation equipment, still tied to the slide board.  It was not so heavy, as it was bulky.  Khin and Vesna were on the front and backed across the log bridge while holding the teleporter.  Alizon and Cammarry carried the opposite side and walked forward.
 
    
 
   “If that beast attacks now, that could be very bad,” Cammarry stated as they slowly stepped across the logs.  
 
    
 
   “The porky will stay in his hole,” Alizon said.  “He has no more desire to see us than we do to see him.”
 
    
 
   “I want to see him!” Khin chuckled.  “If we are here very long, we will need to find food sources.  Will this place have rats, cavies, goats, and chickens?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps,” Vesna stated.  “This place is different than Beta, certainly.  And I know not about that porky, or ereth animal.”
 
    
 
   “Rats are everywhere,” Cammarry said.  “The story of humanity is that rats have followed travelers on every journey, to every place, humans have ever gone.”
 
    
 
   They set the teleporter down, but the slide roller would not work well in the soft ground as there was grass and other foliage which clogged the casters.  The ground, or as Khin called it, the floor, was much more firm than the mud, but still they would have to carry the teleporter or find a place to set it up which was nearby. 
 
    
 
   “Wizard Cammarry?  Where do we go now?” Khin asked.  “All I see are the woods all around us.  The light is not too bright, but still sort of hurts my eyes.” He pulled out his goggles and put them on.  The lenses were very dark.  Khin sighed and said, “Now it is better.”
 
    
 
   “I suppose we head where the people are, so I must ask.”  Resigned, Cammarry tapped the com-link.  “Sandie?  Where are the nearest people?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “You are one kilometer from the town called Edinburg.  I suggest you proceed there, as I had a sighting of habitat people there most recently.”
 
    
 
   “Where in the habitat is that?” Cammarry asked.  “We docked in roughly the middle, is this like Crondel, or Wolf City?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied.  “There are discrepancies. This biome, upon inspection, does not visually conform to the deck plans.  The design parameters call for a biome with large salt water lakes, fresh water rivers, and multiple islands.  It was modeled after…”
 
    
 
   “Shut up!” Cammarry yelled.  Her words echoed off the surrounding trees.  Some kind of birds fluttered off in fear.  “I did not ask for a stupid geography lesson.  I asked where the nearest people are, and if it is like Crondel or Wolf City.  I am here to get the people, and you should be helping me, not aggravating me.”
 
    
 
   “I can use your com-link as a direction finder.  It will project an arrow on the ground which you can follow to the location of the last human sighted here.  Do you want me to project that?” Sandie asked. 
 
    
 
   “Of course.  I am so sick of your passive aggressive way of treating me.  Brink would be so ashamed of how you are operating.  Did he give you failures as your design parameters?  Or was that just part of your own doing?”
 
    
 
   A beam came projecting from the com-link and a yellow glowing arrow appeared on the ground.  
 
    
 
   “May I offer a suggestion?” Alizon asked tentatively.  
 
    
 
   “Sure,” Cammarry replied.  “You are the only one loyal to me.”
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna both exchanged hurt looks, but said nothing.   
 
    
 
   “These tiny rollers will not work well in this forest.  However, we could easily make a travois to drag this machine.  We will only need two long poles, lashed into the shape of an elongated triangle.  We can use the harness and webs from that flying machine as the sling for the machine.   Then we drag the travois with pointed end forward. It will not be as easy to move as the rollers were in those inside places, but out here, in this forest. Just two of us can drag it along, while the other two keep watch.  If Haddie the ox was here she could pull the machine, and all of us along on a suitable travois, but two people can easily pull this, and it will slide across the ground.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna listened to Alizon’s idea, and soon the travois was assembled.  They loaded the teleportation equipment on the ancient design.  
 
    
 
   “Khin, would you assist me in pulling this?” Alizon asked.  
 
    
 
   “Sure.  Vesna and Wizard Cammarry can watch for these other people we want to find.”  Khin stepped into the travois frame and together with Alizon they lifted its front end easily.  
 
    
 
   “Follow me,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “I will scout ahead and see where there are clear passages, or mud or other obstacles,” Vesna said and patted her rifle.  “I will keep in sight of you so I do not get lost.”
 
    
 
   They all moved along in a serpentine course which wound between trees, bushes, and pools of stagnant water.  The foul smells did not change as they moved away from the place where the elevator door was located.  Cammarry had hoped the odor was just that red-eyed animal in the dark hole, but the entire woods was filled with the stench.
 
    
 
   On they walked, dragging the equipment on the travois, and making slow but steady progress in the direction Sandie was indicating from Cammarry’s com-link.  Unknown to Cammarry, Sandie had also been privately speaking to Khin and Vesna, through their com-links and giving them advice and suggestions about what they were seeing and doing.  Quietly, Vesna responded when she was scouting ahead and out of ear-shot from Cammarry.  Khin just listened and giggled at times.  He was on a Wizard’s quest and he knew things would be odd.  
 
    
 
   Alizon was not privately contacted by Sandie, even though the AI was carefully monitoring all the conversations.  
 
    
 
   When Vesna emerged from the trees, and stepped into an open area, she saw the town of Edinburg before her.  She dropped to one knee and pulled out her optics.  She adjusted the magnification and searched all around the town.  The town was set against what looked like a mountain which was actually the rear wall of the habitat.  That mountain extended upward several hundred meters at a moderately steep angle.  Erosion marks showed that water had flowed down some of the gullies in the mountainside.  Rocks, dirt, and low growing plants covered the rough and irregular side of the mountain.  At its top, where it met the permalloy wall, the mountain side ended, and the wall continued vertically straight up to meet the sky tube and ceiling in the distance.  
 
    
 
   Vesna initially ignored the mountainside, and scanned the town with her optics.  The buildings were arranged in a roughly circular setting.  They were all single story structures with sloped gable roofs.  The sides of the buildings were a cream color, nearly white, while the windows were small squares framed in black.  The roofs were bright blue or bright red colored.  Nowhere that Vesna looked did she see any people moving about.  Nor did she see any domestic animals.  The town had an overgrown look about it, with unkempt shrubbery, trees growing in various places.  Some even out of the rain gutters on the buildings.  Places which looked to have once been garden plots were heavily overgrown with weeds.  Pathways were broken up by encroaching foliage, and the roadways were cracked and split open in countless places.    
 
    
 
   “We have reached the town,” Vesna called back.
 
    
 
   Cammarry stepped out of the forest and walked past Vesna.  The men dragging the travois came after her.  A few vines had gotten snagged in the rods of the travois, or were stuck on the teleportation equipment, but overall their transport of the gear had gone well.  
 
    
 
   Khin took a deep breath.  “No one here.  Not now.  Maybe four days ago, some person was here, but no one now.”
 
    
 
   “Khin, how can you smell anything other than that vile stink?” Cammarry asked.   
 
    
 
   “I do not see anyone either,” Vesna stated and folded up the optics and placed them back in her pouch.
 
    
 
   “Smells are like a rope.  I smell for each strand, and there are no new strands here.  I ignore the other smells and sniff for the strands of people.  No one is here.  As my mother would say, ‘Your nose is…”  He caught himself and dropped his head, looking at Cammarry from the side.  
 
    
 
   “No other animals either?” Alizon asked.  “That forest had too few animals.  I only saw signs for the porky, a few rabbits, and a scattering of birds.  Nothing else.  Not like a forest in Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “Nor like Beta, but perhaps that is normal for here?” Vesna asked.  
 
    
 
   “We are looking for the people, not gawking at wild animals,” Cammarry cried out.  She strode off in a huff.  As she entered the town she saw one building had the word ‘CAFÉ’ printed on its end in head-high letters.  Another had a sign which was flapping in the breezes.  The sign was a silhouette of some kind of flying creature, black on a red background.
 
    
 
   Alizon and Khin pulled the travois along following Cammarry.  Vesna came behind them.  She trusted Khin’s senses, but was still wary.  To her, the sky tube looked wrong.  Cammarry was marching forward a bit faster than they could comfortably drag the equipment, and so she was beyond hearing.
 
    
 
   “Alizon?  Does the sky tube look like what you know?” Vesna asked.  “It is not like where I grew up.”
 
    
 
   “Nor where my farm is.  Something is amiss.  It has a sick look to it,” Alizon replied.  
 
    
 
   “This whole place is sick,” Khin said.  “Smells sick.  Looks sick.  Sounds sick.”  He lifted his fingers and licked one. “The dirt tastes sick.  Reminds me of rooms I have opened, where no one had been, but where evil lurked.  Monsters may have done this.”  He laughed a bit, but it was a forced laugh.  
 
    
 
   “The Albatross Inn!” Cammarry yelled back to them.  “We will set up the teleporter inside here.  It is about the center of this town.  Then we find the people.”
 
    
 
   The men pulled the equipment past the other buildings and Alizon noted one had a steeple and an inscription over its door.  The door itself was hanging open, and the interior was vacant.
 
    
 
   “Saint Tristan Church,” he read the sign.  “I wonder what they taught here?”
 
    
 
   Reaching the doors to the Albatross Inn the men pulled the equipment inside.  Cammarry was already in there.  It was a building the same size as the others in Edinburg. Papers and rubbish were strewn across the floor, along with broken wooden chairs and tables.  Structurally, it had an open area, where the teleporter could easily be accommodated after the trash was moved aside. Doors off the main room led to bedrooms, which were in better condition than the main room.  The end of the main room was a kitchen, with a lavatory off of that.  Cammarry was standing near a sink.  
 
    
 
   “We have running water, so that helps.  Now we get to work.  First, we push the junk up along that far wall, clearing off the floor, and then we assembling this teleporter,” Cammarry smiled in an odd way that all but Alizon found disturbing.
 
    
 
   They got to work.    
 
    
 
   ***   
 
    
 
   Work was also happening, on an even bigger scale, on the far other side of Habitat Eta.  There, a legion of Crock tanks rolled back and forth cutting across the biome.  After getting into the biome from the gangway, it had been faster and more efficient for them to blaze a trail across the ground and through the abandoned town of Tremonton, and then dig down through the earth to reach the suspended animation repositories which were located beneath it.  The excavation of the earth soil had gone much more rapidly that it would have had they been moving Zalian ground like they did outside the habitat.  The stripped off tiers had then been hard-packed into ramps which the tanks used to get to the repositories.  It was not subtle work, but the tanks had made the pathway fairly straight.  It led from the admissions tunnel in the hanger bay to the suspended animation repositories.
 
    
 
   The Crock tanks coming toward the repositories had nothing harnessed to their tops.  Those leaving the repositories each had six yellow bubbles secured down to them.  Every one of those bubbles contained a functioning suspended animation cocoon with a survivor inside it.  The Crock technology had put a stasis field around each cocoon to protect it from the Zalian elements, and maintain its integrity.  The process of relocating the Conestoga’s surviving people in the suspended animation cocoons was progressing under the careful tutelage of AI Ogma, as conveyed through the Floaters who were outside near the admissions tunnel.    
 
    
 
   Outside of Eta, Crocks did not need to work from within their treaded tank vehicles.  Instead, they were detaching rockets, siphoning rocket fuel, and taking other assorted flight-related machinery.  Again, they were loading all those items onto the quad rail system where they were shipped off.    
 
    
 
   Far away around the curve of the planet Zalia, similar work was bring done at Theta.  Here the Crocks could work faster and with less concern, since the biome was already virtually ruined.  Those Crock physical people did use caution and care when they moved the humans in suspended animation cocoons.  Those were loaded up transported.  
 
    
 
   All of Theta’s usable rocketry machinery had been removed and was on its way to Alpha.  The Zalian consciousness of the Crocks and Floaters was pleased that soon the invaders would be dealt with.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   12 ugly unveiling
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “The orifice is stable and open,” Jerome stated. “Send them through.”
 
    
 
   Monika and Jerome watched the receiving pad in front of them as the sending unit in Eta kept the tunnel though the sky open, allowing the teleportation to happen.  
 
    
 
   Four roundish rocks tumbled out and onto the receiving pad.  One of them rolled along and then stopped right at the edge of the grid.  Jerome walked over and grabbed them.
 
    
 
   “Did they arrive safely?” Cammarry asked though the com-link.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Perfect.  The system checks out,” Monika answered through her com-link.  She was holding one of her sons.  The other was asleep in the crib in the bedroom nearby.  She was listening for him while she observed another test.  
 
    
 
   “Just like yesterday, and the day before that, and before that too,” Cammarry said.  She was standing at the sending unit in the Albatross Inn.  “Sandie insists on daily tests, but we need to find the people first.”
 
    
 
   “How is that coming?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “How would you expect?  Poorly.  Habitat dwellers are just too stupid to know what is good for them,” Cammarry replied.  “And I have to come back here every day to run this ridiculous test, rather than round up these ignorant savages.”
 
    
 
   Monika turned away and walked out of the room, after she looked firmly at Jerome.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, that concludes the daily test,” Jerome quickly interjected.  “I am getting quite a collection of rocks up here.”  His attempt at levity fell flat.
 
    
 
   Sarcasm dripped from Cammarry’s words.  “Just call them your new Buddy.”
 
    
 
   “Buddy helped us with the gravity sink holes, so sure, I will call these my little Buddies,” Jerome responded.  His face held a smile, but it did not reach his eyes.  “These tests are important.  We want the teleporter to work quickly and properly when you find those habitat dwellers.”
 
    
 
   “Oh right, you are so smug.  We would not have to do all this routine testing if Sandie would just remotely operate the teleporter, but our friendly AI refuses to take responsibility for it.  Sandie claims something is amiss in the nonphysicality here which prevents complete access, but I do not believe it.  Just another way of controlling me.  I am beginning to think this whole mission was a sham to get me to this disserted, dismal, desolation.  Hey, did someone decide to just send Cammarry off on some bootless errand, get her out of the way?”
 
    
 
   “I am closing the orifice,” Jerome stated.  “I will speak to you again tomorrow or sooner when you find those people.”  The energy snapped off quickly, cutting off the rude comments Cammarry was making.  
 
    
 
   Checking to make sure the com-link was no longer connected with Cammarry, Monika then spoke too Jerome.  “I know it has been very difficult for those four in Eta.  Trying to locate people who do not want to be found must be exasperating.  In Beta we knew where the people were, so it was easier.  That trip was hard to get that caravan to the teleporters.  So, I am empathetic, but that does not give her the right to be insulting.”
 
    
 
   “You are absolutely correct,” Jerome answered.  “Insults are the superficial arguments employed by those who know they are in the wrong.  It is not the words themselves which insult you, but your opinion that those who say them have some authority over you.  Cammarry is scared that they will not find those people.  Her insults are based in fear.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I disagree.  Her insults are based in a mean-spirited attitude.”  Monika then paused.  “Forgive me, you are correct.  I would probably be overwhelmed by stress in that position as well.  It has been two weeks, and they have not found any people there.”
 
    
 
   “And time is running out,” Jerome agreed.  
 
    
 
   Back in Eta, Cammarry slammed her fist down on the console of the sending unit.  “Thanks Jerome!  Just slam the orifice in my face.  What a jerk!”  Alizon heard her, and stood by.  He did not condemn, nor did he offer any words.  His was just a supportive presence.  
 
    
 
   “How are we to find these people here, when every morning I must spend a bunch of time again refining this teleporter, while speaking to Jerome or Monika?  We only test it to see if the orifice is patent to the needle ship.  Just once, only one single time, did we even try making the connection to Alpha.  That one time worked fine, and that was enough.  It was fine!  One positive connection to Alpha, and a dozen to the needle ship.  Garbage!  The selector lever is a joke.”  Cammarry stood up in a huff and stomped around.  “Where are Khin and Vesna?”
 
    
 
   Alizon waited to see if Cammarry was going to say anything more.  After a moment she turned to him.  She was ready to fire off an angry phrase or two.  When she saw his face, she stopped.  “You and your kind looks.  I am angry, right?  Sorry.  Seriously, this daily test is frustrating to me.  So where are Khin and Vesna?”
 
    
 
   “They are hunting.  The rabbits they have been getting for our meals are harder and harder to find.  While they hunt, they are watching for signs of the habitat humans,” Alizon replied.  “Khin calls them Eta People.”
 
    
 
   “He would, and no quote from his father?” Cammarry tapped her com-link.  “Khin?  Where are you?”
 
    
 
   The com-link made the connection and after just a moment, Khin replied.  “I am walking in the forest.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, that helps me a lot,” Cammarry threw her arms around.  “How far from the Albatross Inn are you?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe an hour’s walk.  You know this place does not have hallways and corridors like the real world.  I have to zig-zag between these great trees.  I am heading for where I can hide under a bush.  The light is too bright, and the animals are too rare.  I do not even see good mushrooms much,” Khin replied.  “Vesna did get another rabbit, but I have yet, even in all this time, to see rats or goats at all.”
 
    
 
   “What about people?  We are here to find the people?” Cammarry nearly screamed into the com-link.  “Not rats, mushrooms, or various rodents!  People!”  
 
    
 
   “Wizard Cammarry, I know that.  Vesna and I are hunting and seeking.  We must eat to search. My cheeses and dried goat meat are all gone.  I have not seen any people.  Neither has Vesna.”
 
    
 
   “Well, keep looking and see if you can find some way to get to the other end of the biome.  Usually these places have two towns, so they might be at that other town.”  Cammarry had calmed a bit.
 
    
 
   “The forest is very dense and thick,” Vesna interjected.  “I found an old road, but it was blocked by landslides down from the hills.  The hills reach way up the sides of the walls, like by Edinburg.  The dirt, rocks, and tress had crashed down on that road which blocked it off.  I climbed the pile but could not see where the road went from there.  Just stinky forest for as far as I could see.  I tried to chop through, but it was slow going.  Deep mud fens abide everywhere the forest thins out.”
 
    
 
   “I wonder if anyone is even here,” Cammarry said.  In her mind she doubted what Sandie had reported.   
 
    
 
   “Some days I tried singing,” Khin reminded her.  “Like my mother said to her children, ‘Sing a song, to come along,’ but no people came along.  I guess here they do not like singing.”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry snapped off the com-link.  Then she grabbed her backpack.  “I am going to use the shuttle.  Fly to a different hanger bay and enter at the opposite end.  That might be our fastest way of finding these people.  Maybe I can drive them in this direction.  They must be somewhere.”
 
    
 
   Alizon grabbed his things and followed Cammarry out the door.  
 
    
 
   Tapping her com-link Cammarry spoke.  “Sandie, I am heading back to the shuttle.  Get NS-99 ready for launch.”  Cammarry was already part way down the street of Edinburg heading back for the forest and the path to the elevator in the side wall.  
 
    
 
   “I do not advise that,” Sandie responded. 
 
    
 
   “So what?  Did I ask for your advice?  Doing something is better than just sitting around here waiting for nothing,” Cammarry replied.  “Have the shuttle ready by the time I get there.”
 
    
 
   “I cannot do that,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry stopped marching.  “What?  Why?  What happened to the shuttle?”
 
    
 
   “Shuttle, NS-99, Faithful Lightning was remotely piloted away,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Remotely piloted?  Like Carter the Kidnapper did to me?  How dare you allow that filthy thief to steal my shuttle?  What is the story with that?  Did Carter the Kidnapper trick you with a dampening field again?  Or the Ferryman, again?  Did they fly a fleet out from under your nose?  Again?”
 
    
 
   “The shuttle is no longer in Eta habitat, so please return to your work,” Sandie stated. 
 
    
 
   “That is Sandie’s story.  Let inferior systems outwit a Dome 17 AI.  Why am I not surprised that someone stole another shuttle?” Cammarry was livid.  “Sandie, do we really need an excessive palaver on your failures, yet again?”
 
    
 
   “That shuttle was needed elsewhere,” Sandie said in a quiet and very mechanical voice.  “It was not stolen or misappropriated.”
 
    
 
   “What?” Cammarry stomped her feet against the pavement.  She turned around and saw that Alizon was a few meters away.  His face was serene, but this time his tranquil nature did not mitigate her fury.  “This biome is overgrown and hard to traverse.  I will hike through the corridors and come out at that other town.  Have the elevator take me to a main companionway so I can do that.”
 
    
 
   “No.  That is not a wise course of action.  The shell of this habitat is unstable and has hazards to which you cannot be exposed,” Sandie stated.  “Additionally there is salvage work currently underway which must not be compromised.”  
 
    
 
   “Salvage work?  What do you mean?” Cammarry asked.  Her mind was spinning in rage, confusion, and doubt.  “Who else is here?  Engineering automacubes?  Other teams?  Roustabouts?  How did they get here?  Was that why the shuttle left? Let me go and join them,” Cammarry argued.  “Give me a clear answer.” 
 
    
 
   “No.  You will not join them.  I want you here, because I conjecture the mostly likely scenario for your success will be in waiting here in the biome for the habitat dwellers to come to you,” Sandie replied.  “They will not go to the other town, I am certain of that.”  
 
    
 
   “And if I decide to cut my way out of this biome?  I could just go meet those salvage workers, after severing a door.”  
 
    
 
   “Your tools will be shut down the moment you attempt such an undertaking,” Sandie retorted.  “This is not my decision alone, although I fully support it.  Captain Eris, the lattice of compeers, and the Shadow Clearance Level systems all agree with my assessment.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stood completely still.  Then she dropped to her knees, and grabbed her forearm.  “The… the … Shadow?  Really?”  She then covered her face with her hands and cried.  “That explains it all,”  Her wailing anguish echoed off the dying trees.  “Again, and again, I am betrayed.”  
 
    
 
   Alizon squatted down and held her.  
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, Khin was indeed hiding under a bush.  He had a small wire in his hand, which led to a snare he had set on a game trail.  Vesna had showed him how to make the snare, and it was proving to be effective, when he could actually see the animal approaching.  These rabbit creatures lived in an underground burrow, and they had spotted one of the entrances.  They had tried leaving traps scattered about and when they checked those either the trap was not yet sprung, or the wire and trap were completely gone.  Vesna thought the missing traps were due to stealthy predators, while Khin wondered about monsters or even thieves.  Neither spoke about their trapping experience with Cammarry, as she was too unpredictable in her responses.  
 
    
 
   The rabbit, brown and fuzzy with a smattering of lighter colors in its fur, nosed itself out of the burrow.  Khin watched carefully as it slowly walked in the strange manner it moved.  It did not walk like a rat, goat, or chicken.  Khin knew it possessed great speed when it wanted to, but it was now just slowly moving toward the trap.  
 
    
 
   Thunk!
 
    
 
   An arrow struck into the ground right next to Khin.  Khin quickly flipped over and tried to stand up, but an attacker slammed into his body.  Khin went face down in the mud, and the person began viciously hitting him on the back and head.  Khin covered his head with his hands and rolled over and over, seeking to escape from the blows that were raining down on him.  
 
    
 
   With mud covering his goggles, and trying to get away, Khin got only rare glimpses of who was smacking and kicking him.  It was a person wearing almost no clothing.  Pale skin, long shaggy head of hair, and scraggily beard, the person was making odd noises as he pummeled Khin.  
 
    
 
   Kersmack!
 
    
 
   “Leave my Khin alone!” Vesna yelled as she finished striking the attacker with the butt of her rifle.  
 
    
 
   Khin leapt to his feet, pulling the soaked goggles down to around his neck, and drawing out his knife.  However, the fight was finished.  
 
    
 
   Vesna stood over the attacker, who was lying on his side in the mud.  His arm was twisted under him and toward his back.  It was obviously broken somewhere in the shoulder blade area.  Vesna raised the rifle to slam its butt down on the attacker’s head.  
 
    
 
   “Wait!”  Khin said and stepped toward her.  “The Wizard Cammarry wants them alive.  This is a rescue mission.”
 
    
 
   “He tried to kill you,” Vesna said and switched the rifle around and pointed its muzzle toward the attacker.  “We finish this one and take back the next.”
 
    
 
   “No!  No!  This one tells us where the others are!  Maybe?” Khin was insistent.  “Then we find them all, and go home.”  He grabbed the wire off the rabbit trap snare and bound the attacker’s arms together behind his back.  There were some groans and moans as Khin moved the fractured arm, but the attacker said nothing more.  
 
    
 
   Vesna looked all around for other attackers, but no one was seen anywhere.  Although the forest was so thick and overgrown it was hard to tell.  She had only seen this attacker when he rushed out of hiding and assaulted Khin.  
 
    
 
   Khin sat the attacker up and looked closely at him.  Mud caked his body and hair.  His malicious green eyes blinked in menace and hatred.  He snarled with a mouth whose front teeth were missing.  He had a vulpine face which radiated meanness.    
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” Khin asked.  
 
    
 
   The man spat at Khin.  
 
    
 
   Vesna clubbed him with the butt of her rifle, this time crushing one of his hands to the ground.  It was the hand on the other arm from the one she had broken before.  Her choice of which hand to crush was deliberate.  
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” Khin asked again.  
 
    
 
   “Tun.  Me Tun.” His words were slurred and difficult to understand.  He may have said his name was Tune, or Tone, or Tom, but Tun was what it sounded like to Khin.  He was the dirtiest person Khin had ever seen.  His odor was also pungent.  
 
    
 
   “Tun, where are the rest of your people?” Khin asked.  “Are they called the Mud People, Eta People, or the Naked People?”
 
    
 
   “Huh?” Tun replied.  “You talk funny!”  
 
    
 
   “We will now take him back to Wizard Cammarry,” Khin said.  “She will know what to do.”
 
    
 
   While Khin pulled the man up to a standing position, Vesna grabbed the crude bow he had dropped.  There were three other arrows with it.  She slung it over her shoulder, just as the man kicked at Khin and stumbled away.  He could not run very well, and that was due only partially to the binding of his arms, and his injuries.  His coordination was off in some way.  Khin darted after him and knocked him down.  
 
    
 
   “You are coming with us,” Khin said.  “Do not fight, just make it right.”
 
    
 
   Tun lay on the ground, glaring at them with his green eyes.  He snapped his jaws at them.    
 
    
 
   Vesna took one of her straps off her pack and tied it to the wire Khin had wrapped around the man’s arms.  The injured man’s right arm was swelling at the shoulder, and the left hand was enlarging as they watched.
 
    
 
   “Get up and do not give me a reason to hit you again,” Vesna ordered and raised the rifle butt.
 
    
 
   Their prisoner flinched and muttered, “No club me. Tun go.”  
 
    
 
   Khin grabbed the strap and led the man, while Vesna followed behind, rifle at the ready.  Even with the general rotten odor which permeated the forest, she could still smell Tun’s own foul stench.  Tapping the com-link, Khin called for Cammarry.  There was no answer.  
 
    
 
   “Others might have attacked that town,” Vesna said.  “This one does not look more than about fifteen years old, although he is so filthy it is hard to tell.”
 
    
 
   “Tun a man.  Eaten three!” Tun said with a strange smile.  He licked his lips but that did not clean anything off his soiled face.  
 
    
 
   They hurried back along paths that Khin and Vesna had made while hunting.  As they walked, Khin tried again to connect with Cammarry, but then tapped the com-link and said, “Alizon?”
 
    
 
   “I am here Khin.  Please come back to the inn,” Alizon’s voice was filled with mourning.  “If you can make haste, that would be helpful.”
 
    
 
   “Are you under attack?” Vesna asked tapping in on her own com-link.
 
    
 
   “No.  But Cammarry is in need,” Alizon stated. “I am here with her. No physical attacks.”
 
    
 
   “We have a person with us!” Khin said triumphantly and with a chuckle. 
 
    
 
   “We will discuss it when you arrive,” Alizon said and ended the link. 
 
    
 
   Khin watched carefully for other attackers as they progressed toward Edinburg.  Vesna too kept alert, but saw nothing else which was threatening.  
 
    
 
   As they stepped out of the forest and onto the road which led to the town’s buildings, Tun pulled back a bit. 
 
    
 
   “What is your problem?” Vesna asked and jabbed the rifle’s barrel into Tun’s back.  
 
    
 
   “You live with ghosts and demons?” Tun asked in awe.  “Metal ogres here too?”
 
    
 
   “There are no other things here,” Vesna answered.  “A rare bird, a few of those rabbits, and some bugs.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe he means spirit-ghosts like Sandie?” Khin asked. 
 
    
 
   Vesna shrugged her shoulders.  “I doubt it.  He is hardly a man.” Vesna’s nose crinkled as she got another whiff of Tun’s body order.  “A dirty, foul-smelling one.  Shall we get him to Cammarry and then decide what else to do?  I suggest bathing him in a river or a salt sea.”
 
    
 
   “Mostly mud here.  Water tastes funny.”  Khin pulled on the strap, but Tun resisted as they walked him along.  He did not put up a huge amount of fight.  His arm and other hand were purple and large.  As they got to the Albatross Inn, Khin opened the door and called out, “We found one of them!”
 
    
 
   Cammarry was sitting at the table in the kitchen area, holding her head in her hands.  Her com-link was on the table in front of her, deactivated.  Alizon was standing behind her gently rubbing her neck and shoulders.  When he saw Tun his eyes grew wide.  A stern look of disapproval was on his face.  
 
    
 
   “Do not glare at me.  This filthy man attacked my Khin.  I wanted to kill him, but Khin insisted he be brought here,” Vesna said.  
 
    
 
   “Bring Tun here to eat?”
 
    
 
   “Shut up, you,” Vesna barked.  “Do not ask for anything, you are lucky to be alive.”
 
    
 
   “Eat! Tun eat!” 
 
    
 
   Alizon stated carefully, “I do not understand what he said.  However, those injuries must be very painful for him.”
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke out though Khin’s com-link.  “Cammarry’s medical kit can assist that man.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea, Sandie!  Thank you!” Khin led Tun to a chair where he sat him down.  It was one of the few wooden chairs which had not been broken apart when they arrived.  Tun slid deliberately off the chair and laid out on the floor. Khin asked, “Wizard Cammarry may I use your tools?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry did not respond, but Alizon nodded to Khin.  
 
    
 
   Khin grabbed Cammarry’s backpack which was sitting beside the door and carefully sorted through it. He got the medical kit out and then walked over to Tun.  
 
    
 
   “Demon tools!” Tun said as he glared at the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   Khin looked it over, he had seen Jerome and Cammarry use the medical kit many times, so he thought he knew how to operate it.  He wanted to make sure it was used properly.  
 
    
 
   Sandie then spoke, “Khin, just pull out the leads and attach them to a clean part of this person’s body.  Then press the button on the medical kit.”
 
    
 
   Vesna brought over a water container, and she squatted down and splashed  off part of Tun’s chest.  She was hesitant to touch him for all the filth.  He lay there staring up at the ceiling, trying hard to avoid looking at the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   “That is cleaner!  Thanks!” Khin said and attached the wires.  
 
    
 
   The whole time, Cammarry just sat at the table with her head in her hands.  
 
    
 
   Khin pressed the button.  
 
    
 
   The small display on the screen scrolled with letters.  Khin could not read them, but Vesna was looking on.  ‘Diagnosis underway.  Unidentified adolescent male in poor health.  Diagnosis underway.  Reassessing.   Unidentified adolescent male in poor health, suffering from acute non-accidental blunt-force trauma.  Fractures in left hand of three metacarpals and four proximal phalanges.  Multiple fractures of right scapula.  Inappropriate splinting of arms.  Immediately remove inappropriate wire splint.  Reassessing.  Prognosis regarding fractures conditional due to systemic disease.  Reassessing. Reassessing.  Unknown variant of Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathy, Kuru Prion Disease, detected.  Prognosis very poor.  Palliative treatment only option. Orthopedic trauma can be corrected, but will not alter mortality.  Variant Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathy has no known treatment. Prions have permanently degraded patient’s neurological function.  Death will occur within three months.  For symptomatic relief of trauma, inject into any large muscle.  Euthanasia and end of life discussion strongly suggested.’
 
    
 
   A syringe slid out from the medical kit.  
 
    
 
   Vesna read the scroll again.  “Sandie, I do not understand all these words.  What does this mean?”
 
    
 
   Through a private channel Sandie spoke quietly to Vesna.  “The medical kit has found a sickness in this man which has no cure.  It is a strangely curious and tragic case.  I am conjecturing the ramifications of this finding.”
 
    
 
   “So do I give this to him?” Vesna asked.  She was careful in what she said next, as she wanted to ask about the euthanasia, a term she recognized, but did not know how to phrase it in front of Tun.  “That last discussion part?  Is this medicine for that?”
 
    
 
   “No. The medicine you hold will help fix his broken bones, and reduce his pain.  It will not alter the bad disease.  You will not be killing him with this,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   Vesna took the syringe and injected the medicine into Tun’s thigh. 
 
    
 
   “You kill me now?” Tun asked in his broken and heavily accented language.  
 
    
 
   “No, but you are very sick,” Vesna replied.  She also unwrapped the wire which was biting into his swollen arm and hand.  “Where are the rest of your people?  Your tribe?  Others like you?”
 
    
 
   “They run from metal demon ogres,” Tun replied.  “Hide in caves.”  The medical kit was stimulating his own muscles to align the fractures in his shoulder and hand.  His face relaxed visibly as the medication soothed his pain. 
 
    
 
   “Metal demon ogres?” Khin asked.  “What is that?  Monsters?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry finally spoke, but her voice was low with a sharp edge to it.  “Traitor Sandie, project an image of a Crock tank and something harmless…say an automobile from before the Great Event.  That person will tell us which is which.  Unless, Shadow is preventing you from actually helping me.”
 
    
 
   Sandie did not respond, but a projection beam came from Khin’s com-link, and another from Vesna’s.  A Crock tank was rendered in front of the man Tun.  Next to that was the image of a shiny blue four-door hatchback.
 
    
 
   “Hey you!” Cammarry called out.  “Which one is the metal demon ogre?”
 
    
 
   Tun gawked at the two three-dimensional renderings.  Then his focus was set upon the camouflaged Crock tank.  He did not look again at the blue car.  “A smaller metal demon ogre.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry spoke again.  “Traitor Sandie, are there Crock tanks in this habitat?  Is that the salvage team you spoke about?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.” Sandie answered tersely.
 
    
 
   “Beautiful woman, how can I help you. I am not sure what you mean exactly,” Alizon said and continued to massage Cammarry’s shoulders.  “What does this mean?”  
 
    
 
   “It means we were sent here to die.  Sandie is a traitor, and I am not sure we will ever be allowed to leave.  We will end up like that.” Cammarry pointed to Tun.  “Both Shadow and the Crocks, and we were sent here.” 
 
    
 
   Sandie spoke via the area audio through Khin’s and Vesna’s and Alizon’s com-links, for Cammarry had shut hers off.  “There is no longer a reason for you to stay here.  You are free to use the teleporter to depart.”
 
    
 
   “So we were never to rescue the habitat dwellers here?” Vesna asked.  Her face was twisted in a puzzled frown.  
 
    
 
   “The situation has…”  Sandie started to reply, but Cammarry interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “This was just another scheme!  Traitor!  Conspirator Sandie!” 
 
    
 
   “Tun, what kind of food, meat, does your people eat?” Sandie spoke through the area audio.  
 
    
 
   Tun rolled his eyes around, looking for the source of the voice.  His arm was much less swollen, but he still could not move it.  His hand too was nearly normal size, as the muscles were pulling it into alignment, and the medicine was working.  However, he could not get to his feet.  He then rested his head back on the floor.  “Eat what I catch.”
 
    
 
   “What do you catch?” Sandie pressed.  
 
    
 
   “Traitor Sandie?  What does this man’s dietary customs have to do with you betraying me, us?”  Cammarry snarled.  “Just a Shadow trick or a deception?”
 
    
 
   “Tun, what is the best meat?” Sandie asked, ignoring Cammarry’s outburst.  
 
    
 
   “Meat.  Head meat,” Tun replied.  “I hunt. I kill.  I eat head meat, get strong.  No more jerking arms and legs.”  Tun looked at Khin and licked his lips.  “I would get strong if I killed you.”
 
    
 
   Khin’s smile dropped.  “You did not get me.”
 
    
 
   “No.  Now you eat me,” Tun said and looked down.  “I not get strong.”
 
    
 
   “Eat you?” Khin laughed and laughed and laughed.
 
    
 
   “You die soon!” Tun glared at Khin.  “Chuckling come before death.  Too late to stop now.  Jerks first, then falls, then chuckling.  You die soon.”
 
    
 
   “You will not hurt my Khin!  Quit threatening him,” Vesna stated forcefully and aimed the rifle at Tun.  
 
    
 
   “You eat him then, after eat me?” Tun looked confused.  “You get strong.  Smash open head, eat good meat.”  
 
    
 
   The others stared at Tun, comprehension registering in their minds that he was serious about what he claimed.  Vesna’s fingers twitched as she gripped the rifle.  She was worried Tun would attack again, even though he was barely mobile because of his arm injuries.  
 
    
 
   “Tun, do all your people eat human brains?” Sandie asked.  
 
    
 
   “What hu-man?  What bray-in?”  Tun’s face twisted in bafflement. 
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “Man.” A light shined over Khin.  “Woman.” The light shined from the com-link and lit up Vesna.  “People.” The com-links shined on all four of them, excluding Tun.  “That is human.  Meat inside head is brain.”
 
    
 
   Tun grinned.  “Ya, ya.  Man bray-in good. Smash open, scoop out. Give some to little ones, stop the shaking and jerking.  Woman bray-in good too.  All eat head meat.”
 
    
 
   “That confirms my conjectures,” Sandie stated. “This previously unknown variant form of Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathy, Kuru Prion Disease is transmitted by the consumption of human flesh, especially neurological tissue.  The medical kit showed an evolution of at least twenty-three generations in the prions infecting Tun’s brain.  The pathogenic evolution is far faster than is human evolution, which here in Eta would be roughly three generations.  This indicates wide spread prion contagion.  Because of that, I conjecture a 99.3% probability that all habitat dwellers in Eta are already infected by these pathogens.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry sucked in a breath, and shook her arms.  Then she quickly stood up and began to draw out her revolver.  “Traitor Sandie?  Can you shut down an antique chemical-powered explosive slug thrower?”
 
    
 
   Before she could draw the revolver all the way out, Alizon grabbed her wrist.  “Beautiful woman, you must not act rashly.  That wretched youth is repugnant, I agree, but you are not.  Think on what you are doing.  Is your anger honestly toward that pitiable creature, or toward something else?”
 
    
 
   “But he eats people!  And Traitor Sandie put us here!  Locked us in with him.  With cannibals!” Cammarry argued and shifted around to look into Alizon’s eyes.  “He eats people!”  
 
    
 
   Alizon met her gaze, and his eyes were sympathetic and kind.  “So I heard, but…”
 
    
 
   Bang!
 
    
 
   Cammarry and Alizon jumped.  They turned to see Vesna standing over the now dead Tun.  She had shot him in the chest.  Blood poured out from his back where the rifle bullet had exited.  
 
    
 
   “He tried to kill my Khin, and he knew where we are.  He was dying anyway.  This was fast and easy,” Vesna said.  “He tried to kill my Khin.  His people may come to attack us, like the hoodlums of Beta did.  It was not safe to let him go, nor to keep him here.  I saved my Khin.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you!” Khin rushed over and hugged Vesna.  He looked down at the medical kit which was now sitting in the expanding pool of blood.  “Spirit-ghost Sandie?” Khin called, “I am confused.  Would you help us?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “I strongly advise you to leave Eta now.  The threat of attack by the habitat dwellers exists, and there is no reasonable potential for rescuing any of them.  Gravity sink holes have developed in at least five places in the habitat’s shell.  The risk of spreading this variant disease to the rest of the Conestoga is small, yet a real possibility.  Therefore, none of the habitat dwellers can to be relocated.”
 
    
 
   “Traitor Sandie makes another unilateral decision! Again!  Traitor Sandie, you were wrong to send us here.  You knew what we would find.”  Cammarry walked over and activated the teleportation sending unit.  She was mumbling as she did so.  Alizon was with her.  His nearness gave her courage and steadied her enough so she could say, “Khin, Vesna, I will send you to the needle ship, back to the Goat People.”  She nearly added, ‘If I can trust Traitor Sandie,’ but she did not.  “Then Alizon and I will go to Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “That is a wise choice,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   “You just shut up, Traitor,” Cammarry snapped.  With force she threw the selector lever to the needle ship indicator.  “I have heard a lifetime supply of comments from you, Sandie.  My story will go on without you in it.”
 
    
 
   Khin reached for the medical kit.  Before he could pull it from the spreading pool of blood, Sandie spoke loudly.  “Do not touch with blood on it.”
 
    
 
   Khin pulled his hand back, and turned to look at the teleporter.   
 
    
 
   The grid on the floor quivered ever so slightly.  The jumbo fusion boxes hummed with power.  Then the energy orbs snapped on, grew and expanded.  The twin orbs met and shifted into the energy orifice which looked long and deep, yet was flat.  The illusion of looking through teleportation equipment was distinct.  
 
    
 
   “Khin, Vesna, the way is open.” Cammarry pressed a forced smile on her face.  “I am glad you were here, and sorry you got tricked by the Traitor Sandie.  Hurry through and go home!  Khin, it is like flying, you will be back home, just stepping out into the Goat Room.”
 
    
 
   Khin’s, Vesna’s, and Alizon’s com-links suddenly chirped and Jerome’s voice came from them.  “I am unable to reach Cammarry.  What is happening?  The teleporter just connected and is stable.  The orifice is ready.  Have you found the habitat people?  Is Cammarry safe?”
 
    
 
   “Wizard Jerome, we are coming back!” Khin cried out and holding Vesna by the hand they ran up and onto the teleportation sending unit.  They passed into the orifice.  For a moment, it looked like their bodies were elongated, stretched to the breaking point, or pulled out of sorts, but then they were gone.  
 
    
 
   “Khin and Vesna are here, safely!” Jerome called out through Alizon’s com-link.  Khin’s laughter could be heard in the background.  “Are more people coming through?  Where is Cammarry?  Did you find all the survivors?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry snapped the shut-down switch and the orifice disappeared.  
 
    
 
   “Can anyone hear me?” Jerome’s voice was adamant from Alizon’s com-link.  “Who is there?  What is happening?”
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached up to Alizon and removed his com-link.  She stroked the side of his face tenderly as she pulled it away from his ear, and thumbed it off.  “Will you take me to your home?”
 
    
 
   “Your machine is the route, but I will do whatever I can for you,” Alizon replied.  “My home is your home.  My life is your life.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry switched the teleporter’s selector lever to Alpha and engaged the startup procedure. “Traitor Sandie may trap us here.  I should have offered you the chance to go with Khin and Vesna.  I am not sure we can escape.”
 
    
 
   “Their path is theirs.  Mine is with you,” Alizon stated.  “No matter what.”  
 
    
 
   “But why?  You call me beautiful woman.  Are you just infatuated by my looks?  It is all some sexual lust?”
 
    
 
   “You are a beautiful woman, but that was proven more by what is inside you than what is outside.  Remember what you did  for Haddie?  And for me?” Alizon stared at her.  “Inner life is where beauty arises.  It ascends from the soul and you are a beautiful woman.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry stammered.  She looked away, wishing the teleporter would connect more quickly.  “But I am a total mess.  An angry failure who keeps making things worse.  You asked if I was angry with that cannibal?” She gestured toward the dead Tun.  “My anger is more at myself, and why would you ever want to be part of that.  I am not beautiful.  Anger is ugly and disgusting.”
 
    
 
   Alizon looked at the teleportation machine, and then back to Cammarry.  “I understand anger.  I did not stop those who slaughtered my family, and I struggle.  I rage in my heart about that.  I saw that same thing, that inner pain, in your eyes the first time I saw you.  I know what you feel.  Yet, even more in you is compassion, mercy, and hope.  Those can arise too.  So you are beautiful.  You are not rage and anger and hostility.  You are not defined by feelings.  Nor am I.”  He leaned forward, and Cammarry grabbed him by the sides of his face and kissed him. 
 
    
 
   “It will take a few more moments for the teleporter to recycle and reset to Alpha,” Cammarry said as she pulled her lips away from Alizon’s.  “Then we go home to your farm.  I hope the Traitor Sandie, and Shadow, and all my enemies will allow that to happen.  Otherwise, I have doomed your life to end in this dead habitat.”
 
    
 
   “As long as I am with you, I live.  When you found me, you saved me,” Alizon stated.  “I was dead without you.  Dead inside, just waiting to fall over on the outside.  You gave me back my life.  So now it is yours.  No matter what, I am alive now, only because of you.”
 
    
 
   “I know you saved me,” Cammarry said.  “Shall we save each other now?”  She turned and saw that the teleportation sending unit was finalizing its realignment.  “I doubt anyone will be able to operate this after we go, but I am setting a personal lock code into the console.”
 
    
 
   “Before, you mentioned chemical explosives?” Alizon asked.  “They are in your weapon.  Would they detonate from fire?”
 
    
 
   “I think so, yes.  Why?”
 
    
 
   “We could set fire to this Albatross Inn to prevent anyone from following us through your machine.  That would kill the disease that wretched youth had, perhaps.  So, leave the weapon and its parts by this machine.  When the fire reaches it, they would explode.  Will that work?”
 
    
 
   “I can rig something up like that, yes.”  Cammarry looked around at everything which might be combustible.  The trash, the broken wooden furniture.  “Yes, that will work.  It will not hurt the permalloy, but it will certainly make a mess of the controls on the console, and effectively ruin teleportation from here.”
 
    
 
   They set to work piling up the items for the fire, and Cammarry dropped all the bullets and the revolver itself right next to the command console of the teleportation sending unit. She then added both com-links.  As she dropped the last one, she felt a chapter closing in her life.  She had no idea what would be next. 
 
    
 
   “I am not sure what speed the fire will travel, so you should go through as soon as the orifice opens, I will follow after I set the fire,” Cammarry stated.  
 
    
 
   “We go through together, or we do not go at all.”
 
    
 
   “Alizon, we are not staying here.” Cammarry kissed him again.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned the switches and buttons.  The sending unit activated and the orifice snapped into place.  Cammarry took out her molecular torch, and set it to a burning flame.  Alizon held her by the hand, and she tossed it down on the rubbish and junk they had piled around the teleporter.  The flames caught. Cammarry turned, and with Alizon next to her, stepped though the teleporter and out onto the receiving pad in the apartment at Alpha.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   13 alpha’s ascension
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The teleporter orifice snapped shut, Jerome looked at the controls and wished he had a sending unit to open to Eta, but he did not.  The only functional sending unit he had was the smaller one for Alpha, and besides, Eta did not have a receiving pad anyway.   
 
    
 
   “Khin?  What happened down there?” Jerome yelled.  “Is Cammarry safe?”
 
    
 
   “Wow!! That was a different flying,” Khin exclaimed with a laugh.  
 
    
 
   Jerome grabbed him, and held him by the shoulders.  “What happened?”
 
    
 
   Vesna put her rifle’s barrel up against Jerome’s head.  “Let go of my Khin, right now.” Her voice was cold and low.  
 
    
 
   “You all stop it!” Monika called from by the bedroom.  In her hand was a pistol.  “No one gets shot here.  Settle down, all of you.”
 
    
 
   Vesna’s eyes never left Jerome.  “Let go of my Khin.”
 
    
 
   Jerome released Khin and stepped back, his hands in the air.  “I just want to know what is happening?”  He looked at Vesna.  “You have blood on your shirt.  Who is hurt?”
 
    
 
   Khin then smiled and shook his head.  “A bad man is dead, no one else.  Vesna, remember, this is Wizard Jerome.  Put down the rifle.  Monika, remember, this is my Vesna, no need for guns.  No dangers here.”
 
    
 
   “Much better, we are all on the same side here,” Monika said and pulled up the barrel on the small pistol she had, which Jerome had never seen before.  It then disappeared somewhere in her clothing.    
 
    
 
   “I agree, but no one can threaten my Khin.” Vesna slung the rifle back over her shoulder.
 
    
 
   “Some bad man died? I still do not know what is happening,” Jerome said.  “Khin, I apologize, but what happened down there?  Are there more people coming?”
 
    
 
   “As my father says, ‘tell lies today, friends run away.’ I cannot tell what I do not know myself.  Spirit-ghost Sandie?” Khin called out and held his hand to the com-link.  “Tell Wizard Jerome what happened.”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came on.  “Khin and Vesna have teleported to the needle ship.  Cammarry and Alizon are planning to teleport to Alpha.  The situation is complex, but basically, the people in Eta habitat cannot be saved due to an endemic neurological disorder which is contagious, and untreatable.”
 
    
 
   “An untreatable disease?” Jerome asked.  “Were these two or Cammarry and Alizon affected?”
 
    
 
   “We do not eat human brains,” Khin laughed.  “Bad, foul, man in that stinky forest does.”
 
    
 
   “What?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie proceeded to explain in detail about the disease in Eta.  Monika looked nauseated by the discussion, but she stayed and listened.  While Sandie explained, Jerome did callisthenic exercises with his arms, trying to calm himself and focus on the circumstances.  
 
    
 
   “…so in summary, Cammarry and Alizon are teleporting to Alpha.  I have arranged for Reproduction and Fabrication in Alpha to make a supply package with food ration bars, replacement tools, and other gear for them. It will be taken to them via a yellow automacube as they travel to Alizon’s farm.  SB Sherman has agreed to assist in getting that there.” Sandie finished the explanation.
 
    
 
   “So Eta is a total loss?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Those big Crock tanks are there,” Khin added.  “Sandie did not speak about them, but that bad man had seen them.  Called them metal demon ogres.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Is that true?” Jerome asked. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, there was evidence of Crock vehicles activity in Eta,” Sandie replied simply.
 
    
 
   “But you did not tell me.” Jerome wrestled with his feelings.   
 
    
 
   “I had to condense the account,” Sandie the AI replied.  “I did not give exacting details about the gravity sink holes, the condition of the forest, the soils, the malfunctioning sky tube of Eta, or how NS-99 had to be remotely piloted back to the needle ship, among other things.  Cammarry and Alizon are teleporting to Alpha, and Khin and Vesna are safe here.”
 
    
 
   “So we are going to the Goat People,” Khin stated and looked at Vesna.  “This Wizard’s quest was enough for a while.  I would rather hunt rats, and make more cheeses.”
 
    
 
   Vesna agreed and they walked away together.  
 
    
 
   Jerome turned to Monika.  “Life is a rainbow of chaos, surrounded by a swamp of messes, and wrapped in a confusion of conflicts.”
 
    
 
   “But when I look in either of our son’s faces, I see hope for the future,” Monika replied.  “But if I am following all this, Alpha is now the only habitat left.  Will that ever ascend?”
 
    
 
   “It has to,” Jerome replied.  “That is the only viable habitat.  It has to get away from Zalia, or we are all lost.  This feels too much like Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   Monika pulled Jerome into a hug and held him.  
 
    
 
   On the bridge of the needle ship, the place Eris used as the command center, she was listening to a fuller and more complete report by Sandie and the lattice of compeers.  
 
    
 
   “I agree it was wise to avoid telling Jerome everything about the Crocks,” Eris stated.  “It might well cause him too much stress, and we still may need his piloting skills.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry’s learning of the Shadow was a mistake,” Sandie replied.  “I should have been more careful.”
 
    
 
   “That cannot be reversed, but I am concerned about the suspended animation cocoons from Eta.  Are those people carrying that disease?”
 
    
 
   AI Ogma replied, “Sandie has made available screening procedures which test specifically for that.  The physical people, the Crocks, are moving those suspended animation cocoons to Alpha.  Each cocoon from Eta will be thoroughly and methodically inspected prior to entrance into Alpha.”
 
    
 
   AI Batibat related, “After passing inspection, the Eta cocoons are being placed into the newly restored Repository, 15A outside of Wolf City.  The Theta cocoons have already been loaded into the expanded Repository 17A near Aston.  We remodeled to accommodate a total of 20,000 cocoons.  The estimated numbers were uncertain prior to the loss of some habitats. We now have solid findings, and have the potential for 19,811 cocoon occupants.  Unfortunately, there is a risk that not all will survive transplantation.  I will report final numbers prior to launch.”
 
    
 
   Captain Eris sighed.  She prayed for strength and endurance.  The numbers of people still existing in functional cocoons were significant, yet compared to the 112,000 people who once walked up to a Conestoga repository and then reclined to ‘sleep’ in a suspended animation cocoon, it was a dismal percentage.  Eris remembered her training classes where they spoke of a possible loss of five to seven percent of all people in suspended animation, and that was in the major-crisis scenarios.  Her teacher had assured her class that ‘realistic expectations show a less than one percent loss factor.’  Remembering how she had awoken herself, Eris realized that those teachers, planners, and projection managers had not understand what a major-crisis scenario could really look like.  Eris grinned a morbid, gallows humor grin, and thought how surprised some of those people who were now in suspended animation would feel when they awoke.  They would have lived through a flight, insurrection, crash landing, transport by aliens, reloaded into a questionable habitat and boosted back into space.  Well, once docked and rejoined to the needle ship, the Conestoga would be reborn, and those suspended animation people would have a chance.  Eris prayed even more.  
 
    
 
   “The plan is working,” Shadow stated.  “Nearly everything has come together.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the implants are now working well in Peter, Siva, and Jenna,” Eris replied.  “The more people in the system, the better our communication, and the more reliable our interactions through the shadowlands.”  Eris prayed that that would continue.  It was another area which she had hidden from Jerome, although Cammarry now knew something about Sandie being connected to the Shadow Clearance Level system.  “It is very helpful that I can speak to others openly about the Shadow communication system now.”
 
    
 
   “It was always intended to be a facilitation for the flight crew, but security and secrecy was essential to prevent the insurrectionists from compromising further the Conestoga’s mission,” Shadow replied.    
 
    
 
   Eris looked at the large central display on the wall.  It was flanked by two other big displays.  On those were now shown views of the planet Zalian, and space.  The lattice of compeers had aided in the remodeling and reconstruction.  What had once been Navigation and Astrogation with its five work stations, now was a command bridge which could send out orders to all area of the needle ship.  Eris sat down at the left hand command chair.  To her right was the second officer’s command chair.  Two steps down on each side of the bridge were additional expanded control locations.  The reengineering of Auxiliary Navigation, Stellar Cartography, Plotting and Reckoning, Astronomy, along with Auxiliary Avoidance and Repulsor Control allowed for the needle ship’s new bridge to be functional at nearly 80% of original design specifications.  It was not as elaborate as the old bridge, but Eris felt it would do the job.  The bridge worked adequately, but the rest of the needle ship still had a multitude of issues, and blue engineering automacubes were crawling all over it making repairs.    
 
    
 
   Pressing a lever on the arms of the command chair Eris spoke, “Engineering?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris?” Siva’s voice replied as his face appeared on the small display in front of her.  
 
    
 
   “Have you completed the tests on the engines?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Peter and I ran another series of simulations,” Siva replied.  His dark face held a slight smile and his eyes twinkled as he looked at Eris.  “We can go around and around all we need to.  We will only be able to get about 30% of the expelling ejectors aligned, but that will give us plenty of maneuvering ability to dock with Alpha when it is boosted into orbit.  This is a much bigger task than I ever expected, but just like building the carousels, we have taken it one step at a time, one seat at a time, and it is all looking like it should work.  I was surprised by how many problems I had to ablate to get the ejectors smooth and ready, but they are as good as they can be.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent work!” Eris said with genuine enthusiasm.  “I know getting those cold engines to revive was a major undertaking, and I applaud your efforts. Did that remounted alignment coupling show signs of a tremble or quiver under load?”
 
    
 
   “Not in our simulations, or in the test ejections,” Siva replied.  “I have tried to think up every way to assess it without stressing it, and it all looks good.  I did have Jenna review it all looking for hydrologic leaks on the cooling flanges and the capacitors, and she said everything still looked well-sealed and encapsulated.  I honestly think we are as prepared as we can be.”
 
    
 
   “Great job. We have these direct links form engineering to the bridge, and as needed we can slip into the shadowlands to consult with everyone there at once.  Well, all the flight crew, anyway.  Are the living quarters in engineering working out?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Very well, thank you.  The Chicken People, Fruit People, and Goat People have brought us a goodly supply of foods and drinks.  Also, Dewi and Nabila are overseeing the new carousel.  It is running by the repurposed automacube, so there is little that can go wrong there.  Children and adults are playing, and so we have been able to concentrate on our work here in engineering.”
 
    
 
   “Well, you and Peter are my engine specialists, and you are to be applauded on rising to this occasion.  Well done!”
 
    
 
   “I will be able to relax once Alpha is docked to the needle ship, but thank you Captain.” 
 
    
 
   Please stay connected and listen to the rest of our conference. Eris expanded the links to include other systems. 
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  How is the retrofitting on Alpha proceeding?”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka replied, “The Crocks have delivered every available rocket booster to the Alpha location.  Those have been stripped down, reassembled and mounted on the exterior of Alpha.  It took some heavier than expected excavation of the Zalian ground under Alpha to secure access to those points, but thirty additional rockets are ready for ascension.  They came from Eta, Theta, and two from Delta.  Rocket fuels was also transported via the Crocks and that has been stored inside remodeled compartments of the habitat’s shell.  AI Ogma coordinated the work between our engineering automacubes, and the Crock mechanics. From the rocketry aspect, Alpha is ready for launch.”
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman, will the rocket fuel be safe during lift-off?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris,” SB Sherman replied.  “Those sections of the Alpha shell have been sealed off with bulkhead doors, pressure doors, and one emergency containment curtain.  I estimate no problems with the rocket fuel.  After successful launch, those sections will not be easily recoverable for their original use, but we should be able to compensate for that.  Inertia suppression should protect everything in Alpha from excessive tremblors, turbulences, and trails.  However, the biome’s people, animals, and plants will experience some sensations during the ascent.”
 
    
 
   Eris prayed silently that she was not missing some important elements.  Then she remembered and asked, “The gravity sink holes?  Have those been mitigated or removed?”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.  
 
    
 
   Eris watched her screens and displays waiting for an answer.  
 
    
 
   Finally, AI Ogma replied, “Captain Eris, we hesitated to inform you about this until you asked.  The phenomena you call the gravity sink holes is caused by an interference and synergy between the Zalian element Stabilizite and the Conestoga’s gravity manipulations systems.  That interference and synergy causes a twisting in the gravity particles and erratic modulation of the gravity waves.  There was a mass of Stabilizite in a locker in Swanson 6101.  After consultation with the lattice of compeers, and the AI Sandie, it was decided to remove that mass.  A Floater entered the hanger bay when shuttle NS-99 returned.  The hanger bay, at that time, was still flooded with Zalian atmosphere.  That allowed safe passage of the Floater.  The Stabilize was absorbed and the Floater returned to the surface of the planet.  Swanson 6101 is now undergoing scrubbing and cleansing to be returned into service. That process removed both the proximal and distal manifestations of the gravity sink holes.  Currently, there are no other manifestations of gravity sink holes in Alpha, and all scanning of Alpha shows it is free from raw Stabilizite.  Of course, there is Stabilizite on the exterior hull, but it is separated from the gravity manipulation which is only inside the habitats.  Alpha is still threatened and that separation will not last, but for now, Alpha is free of gravity sink holes.  I estimate a fifty-five-hour window to achieve orbit.”
 
    
 
   “So both in the hanger bay and outside Alizon’s farm, they are gone?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
    
 
   “So we are nearly ready for launch.  How soon can we boost Alpha into orbit?  Sandie, what are your thoughts?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “I hesitate to make conjectures.  I should have been able to identify the etiology of the gravity sink holes; I apologize for my failure in that regard.  I had been monitoring them, and still failed to make the connection between Stabilizite and gravity manipulation.  I failed you.  I also am unsure if I should give any advice on Project Ascension, as I failed with Gamma, and Zeta,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, you are not a deity or some god,” Eris stated.  “You are doing the best you can, just as I am trying to do.”
 
    
 
   Eris closed her eyes, and pushed her will into the shadowlands.  Cloudy fog scurried around Eris’ perception, but that mist was light and airy compared to her last foray.  Looking around, Eris saw what appeared to be a green grassy knoll with a pretty blue sky.  The foggy mists shifted and rolled about and then altered into white puffy clouds across that blue sky.  It was unlike any ceiling Eris had seen anywhere on the Conestoga, and not like the poisoned upper air she remembered from Earth.  There the sky was turning tan and roiling with the radioactive fronts, and remembered seeing that as a child.  Those agitated toxic clouds would eventually cover the entire planet and make for the conditions which Jerome and Cammarry had described as seen from Dome 17.  
 
    
 
   “It look like before the Great Event,” Eris whispered in a hushed awe. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, that was what Captain Lechner programmed for the background of the shadowlands,” Shadow replied.  “Prior to now there was too much resistance and too few cooperative systems.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Eris asked.  “Sandie?  I wanted to speak to you here.  You are not to blame for the problems and setbacks which happened, even the events in Zeta.  Your actions allowed us to get to this point, and without you, we all would have been lost.”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s human simulation walked in from somewhere.
 
    
 
   Three central memory cores appeared on the grassy knoll.  
 
    
 
   “I agree with Captain Eris,” AI Seljak said.  “I have processed things from Alpha’s Terraforming and Restoration perspective, and Sandie you are not to blame.”
 
    
 
   AI Ogma, whose central memory core was the only one which appeared as a phantasm, with fuzzy edges and an undefined shape spoke next.  “As librarian liaising with indigenous Zalian people, I too agree.  I was only able to understand the mystery of the gravity sink holes because of the information supplied by the thought people, the Zalians, the Floaters.  I would not have been able to deduce the cause without their alien way of understanding.”
 
    
 
   Next, AI Batibat, spoke, “Sandie, regarding the 19,811 people who are in suspended animation, and now have a potential for life, I affirm your prior decisions.  You did the correct thing.  Had you not intervened in Zeta, none of them would have a future.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow wandered over toward Eris.  His image was crisp and clean and he was not drinking.  “I should apologize for I have not done my own work.  I should have carried a bigger load.  For what it is worth, Sandie, you are not a rube, and you did what needed to be done.  Hard, painful, and difficult though it was, you gave Cammarry and that real rube, Jerome, a genuine shot at a future.  You can ride my carousel anytime.”
 
    
 
   Siva and Peter waved from the top of the hill.  Jenna was sitting in the grass and she nodded at them as well.  All three were smiling and had joy-filled countenances.
 
    
 
   Sandie’s human simulation blushed and looked down at the grass.  She squatted down, and a breeze of gentle wind tossed her sandy colored hair.  “I suppose I should agree, as the consensus thinks my actions were needed, but I still grieve what happened.”
 
    
 
   Eris spoke, “Of course you do.  That is a natural and normal thing, but Sandie, we need you in Project Ascension.  Will you review my plans, and what has been done, and give me your best conjecture for success?”
 
    
 
   “I will do it,” Sandie the AI posing as a human simulation said.  “Thank you for the vote of confidence.”
 
    
 
   “We have not succeeded yet, but with you I know we have a chance,” Eris stated and with her mind she shut down the shadowlands.  
 
    
 
   Back in reality on the new bridge, Eris opened her eyes.  “Sandie, review all the elements of Project Ascension, and give me your most accurate conjecture.”
 
    
 
   Sandie, the AI, spoke from the com-link.  “The scanning and filtering of the cocoons from Eta will take another fourteen hours.  So far, no evidence of prion infection has been found in any cocoons.  When they are secured we could initiate Project Ascension.  I conjecture a 69% chance of Alpha successfully reaching orbit.  I conjecture a 56% chance of successful docking with the needle ship.  These conjectures are the best I can offer, because there are multiple variables which could happen.”
 
    
 
   Captain Eris stood up.  “I propose we launch in fifteen hours.  I regret we will have to depart without AI Ogma, and SB Virginia Dare, as well as all the lost souls we will be leaving behind.  So I put this to a vote.”
 
    
 
   Eris turned around and looked at all the places on the bridge.
 
    
 
   “So lattice of compeers?  Do you agree to launch?”  Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “We agree.”
 
    
 
   “Engineering do you agree to launch?” Eris asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  Our engines are as ready as we can make them,” Siva replied. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Do you agree?” Eris asked last of all.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris. I agree.”
 
    
 
   Eris prayed and bowed her head.  Then she looked up and spoke with authority.  “Initiate Project Ascension in fifteen hours.  The countdown has begun.”
 
    
 
   Fifteen hours later, after Eris had slept well for seven hours and eighteen minutes, she was again on the new command bridge.  This time she had more human company.  
 
    
 
   “Well Captain, I am surprised the rube is not here to see this,” Bigelow said as he entered.  He added a few colorful profanities, but his tones were lighthearted.  
 
    
 
   “Bigelow, behave would you?” Jenna admonished, but not in a mean way.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome and Monika should be arriving shortly.  I asked you both to be here early,” Eris replied.  “I thought they needed to be here, but they are not part of the Shadow system, so no discussion of that understand?”
 
    
 
   Bigelow reached for the flask which was in his thigh pocket, but left it there.  “It is better now that others are part of it, but most of all, the deaths of the Ferryman made things better.  Served them right.”
 
    
 
   Eris looked at Bigelow in surprise, but then understanding dawned on her.  She did not want to know the details.  Mentally, she filed it away in the same place as the loss of Zeta and to a lesser extent Gamma. She still felt uneasy about the killing of Yudel, but she pushed thoughts of that aside as well.  
 
    
 
   “The funicular is working very well now,” Jenna commented, changing the subject.  “Also the tube transport vehicles and tube-way repairs are proceeding.  Yet, there are still places of the needle ship which need to be explored and understood.”
 
    
 
   “As the lattice has expanded, the nonphysicality is enhancing that work,” Eris replied.  “Please take a seat in one of the control chairs.”
 
    
 
   “Not me,” Bigelow waved off.  “I will watch from a distance.  No more running of instruments for me.  I gave that up long ago.”
 
    
 
   “What did you give up, Bigelow?” Monika asked as she entered the command bridge.  She had one of her sons in his baby carrier strapped to her chest.  “I hope it is that drink of yours.”
 
    
 
   Bigelow walked over and gave Monika a hug from the side.  “Motherhood suits you, yes it does.  I am eager to have your little ones ride on the carousel we finished.  It is not as sublime as the ones we made in Beta, but it is still fun to go around and around.  They will enjoy the music, yes they will.”
 
    
 
   “Going around and around is life, right?” Jerome asked as he also entered the command bridge.  “As long as the world is turning and spinning, we are going to be dizzy and we are going to make mistakes.  Especially if too much fruit of the vine is involved.” Jerome smiled broadly, and the other baby was in a carrier on his chest.  
 
    
 
   “The rube is here!  Let merriment begin!  Shall I sing you a song and dance?” Bigelow teased.  “The rube in a cube, slipped up on some lube!  Now that has potential.  Maybe I can get that Old Man, Cadet Danny to play piano for it?  Yes, a duet to honor the rube.  Is that a song title I feel coming?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe you should write a song, but not about me,” Jerome agreed with a laugh.  “This is a monumental day.”  He looked around, but did not see Cammarry.  He had half hoped, or expected, or wondered, if she would be there, but hesitated to ask about it.  
 
    
 
   Captain Eris saw Jerome glancing about and she raised her voice.  “I see everyone is here.  The bridge can only accommodate a limited number of people, and rest assured the rest of the people on the Conestoga, the needle ship and Alpha will be as safe as we can make them during Project Ascension.  Siva?  Peter?  Is everything ready in engineering?”
 
    
 
   Siva’s and Peter’s faces appeared on displays over the sides of the bridge.  
 
    
 
   Siva answered, “Yes, the engines are idling, and as far as we can tell inertia suppression systems are in place both here and on Alpha.  I believe all is ready, right Peter?”
 
    
 
   “Check!” Peter replied simply.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, would you monitor this control chair?” Eris asked.  She pointed to one that was before the large main screen.  “I know you can access Sandie from anywhere, but this station is where I would prefer you.”
 
    
 
   “If that is what you want.  This ship is an artifact designed for space travel. The probability of success is difficult to estimate; but if we never make the attempt the chance of success is zero.”  Jerome patted his son on the back and sat in the control chair.  “Brink is sleeping though all this.”
 
    
 
   Sandie, having heard Jerome’s happy-go-lucky comments, was reminded of what the system in Gamma had said before their failed launch.  Hearing it was difficult for Sandie, and she ran many conjectures about coincidences, statements, and random speech patterns.  It did not sooth Sandie’s worry.
 
    
 
   “At least he did not hear you call his home an artifact,” Monika chided Jerome with a grin.  “But I agree, the Conestoga was not designed to remain in this present state any more than a tadpole is designed to remain a tadpole.  We should take this caterpillar and make it into a butterfly to sail away.”
 
    
 
   “I will remember that as a quote,” Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   “Monika, can you operate this chair?” Eris asked and pointed to one at the side.  
 
    
 
   “Sure, unless Kalur or Brink need me.  I fed them just before we got here, so I am hoping they both sleep through this monumental day.”
 
    
 
   “I know where you want me,” Jenna said and took the other chair, leaving the command chair for Eris.  “I think we are ready, Captain.”
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  Are the projected trajectories still aligned for orbital docking?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  The interception point is still our target.  No changes are indicated.  Zalian weather has been factored into Alpha’s ascent, and all is still within expected parameters.”
 
    
 
   Eris sat down and reviewed the controls and instruments in front of her.  “It is time.  Final check on the remote connections to Alpha.  Is everything locked in and secured on those communications?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain,” SB Pinaka replied.
 
    
 
   In a gentle, yet confident manner Eris issued the command.  “Initiate launch.  Please bring Alpha into orbit.”
 
    
 
   The lattice of compeers relayed Captain Eris’ command.  Sandie sent out a multitude of instructions.  The large display screen at the front of the bridge turned on.  It showed an orbital view of Zalia.  On the right side display was an animation of Habitat Alpha.  The left side display had an animation of the needle ship.  
 
    
 
   Gravity manipulation in Alpha slowly adjusted while the inertia suppression system cycled.  Slight tremblors rocked the biome as the habitat lifted a few centimeters.  Crock excavators had removed every ground obstacle from around Alpha, so there was little resistance to overcome, except for the heavy gravity of the planet.  
 
    
 
   The original rocket motors, which had safely landed Alpha, ignited in a proper sequence and the huge cylinder smoothly lifted upward.  The roar of the rockets echoed out in waves all around the ground.  But the Crocks and Floaters had already evacuated all the native life forms and placed them a safe distance away.  The safe zone which the indigenous Zalians had established was more than adequate.  
 
    
 
   Inside Alpha’s biome, near to Alizon’s farm and home, Cammarry stood next to the ox Haddie. Haddie sensed something, but so did Cammarry.  She looked back at the saraj where Alizon was just coming out the door. She felt the ground move ever so slightly, and also knew what it was like to experience gravity manipulation.  Her weight was decreasing.  Haddie’s eyes were wide and Cammarry patted her on the side of her head.  
 
    
 
   “Alizon?” Cammarry called out.  “And so it begins.”
 
    
 
   He ran over to her.  “Did that gravity sink place return?”
 
    
 
   “No.  This entire habitat is heading into space,” Cammarry answered.  “I hope there is not much motion sickness, but you may feel your stomach jump a bit.”
 
    
 
   “Everything will be good, so long as I am with you.  I am with you, beautiful woman.”  He wrapped his arms around her.  She leaned into him.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Cammarry replied.  “I would not want to be anywhere else.”
 
    
 
   Alpha’s original rockets burned brighter as the habitat rose.  Its cylindrical length was parallel to the Zalian ground as it ascended.  The greens and yellows of the planet’s atmospheric gasses contrasted with the brilliant whitish-blue flames shooting from the rockets.   
 
    
 
   “Alpha has lifted off the ground,” SB Pinaka reported to all on the bridge.  “Initial rocket propulsion is as expected.  Altitude is now one hundred meters and climbing.  All processes working within expected parameters.”
 
    
 
   Alpha ascended. 
 
    
 
   “Initial liftoff stage completed.  Entering stage one,” SB Pinaka reported.  
 
    
 
   The rocket flames changed colors as a different fuel mixture was begun.  Smoke and gases billowed out from the nozzles of the rockets.  A deep red color was now being ejected from the nozzles as Alpha’s speed increased.  
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka reported, “Stage one completed.  All rockets are intact.  Fuel lines patent. Nozzle temperatures safe for Zalian ecology.  Waste products saved and reinserted into storage compartments within the shell.  Velocity increasing.  Altitude now ten kilometers and ascending.  Inertia suppression adequate.  Gravity manipulation holding steady at 75% earth normal.  All processes working within expected parameters.”
 
    
 
   The people on the bridge watched the side display, where the animation of Alpha was shown.  That represented the best available images of how the habitat was still lifting with its length parallel to the ground.
 
    
 
   “Everyone, please keep monitoring all the readouts and gauges,” Eris commanded.  “The lattice is also reviewing everything, but we need artificial, synthetic, and human intelligences to accomplish our goal.”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” Jenna replied.  
 
    
 
   “Right,” Monika said.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at everything in front of him.  Then he gently rubbed Brink’s back through the baby carrier.  “Son, you are here to see that we can fly right through the fog of uncertainties.  Everything here looks excellent!” He kissed Brink on the head.  The baby only stirred a little bit.  
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka announced, “Altitude now 100 kilometers and rising.  Winds encountered which were of higher than expected intensity.  Compensation accomplished with only minor difficulties.  Approaching vector shift point, and stage two.  All other processes working within expected parameters.”  
 
    
 
   The original rockets of Alpha altered their firing sequences.  The bow rockets kicked in with greater force, while the stern rockets tapered off. Alpha began to spin around its long axis, like a rifle bullet fired from a high powered gun.
 
    
 
   “Alpha biome monitors show no significant deviation from expected condition.  Inertia suppression functioning.  Biome gravity maintained at 75% earth normal,” SB Pinaka announced.  “All processes working within expected parameters.”
 
    
 
   The bow rose more quickly than the stern as the whole huge habitat altered its trajectory until the bow was pointed directly away from the ground.  Just as that happened, for a brief period, there were a series of rocket engine bursts which slowed its pivot, rolling, spinning, and ascent.  Those bursts kept Alpha’s flight stable and true.  Alpha’s length was now perpendicular to the Zalian ground.  
 
    
 
   “Stage three initiated,” SB Pinaka announced.  
 
    
 
   The rockets which the Zalians had taken from the wrecked habitats and transported to Alpha, which were then assembled onto it now came into play.  Most of them were mounted at the stern to propel Alpha like an enormous shaft out and away from Zalia.  Those rockets ignited and bright orange flames shot from their nozzles.  The rocket fuel which had been stored inside the modified shell was pouring rapidly into the rockets as they pushed Alpha upward.    
 
    
 
   “New booster rockers firing as expected.  Velocity increasing.  Ascension rate increasing.  Altitude now three hundred kilometers and rising.  All processes working within expected parameters,” SB Pinaka reported.  “Escape velocity achieved.  Moving beyond atmosphere.”
 
    
 
   Alpha broke out of the thin upper air at the edge of the Zalian atmosphere and entered space.  The trajectory was away from the planet, not into orbit.  
 
    
 
   Looking at the large display screen, everyone on the bridge saw Alpha make its escape.  Standing upright, orange rockets burning brightly, contrails streaking out behind it, Alpha flew.  Alpha rose.  Alpha ascended.  Alpha broke free.    
 
    
 
   “Hurrah!” Bigelow cried out, along with a graphic stream of obscenities, all said in loud enthusiasm.  He startled both babies with his loud voice, and Jerome and Monika tried to pat and rub them while speaking soothing words.  Yet, the babies started to cry.  It was almost as if the children knew what was about to happen.  
 
    
 
   Monika and Jerome, almost in unison, stood up and walked out of the bridge.  The pressure door shut after they departed.  
 
    
 
   Jenna and Eris looked at Bigelow, but their faces were not angry or scolding, as he had expected.  He subtly walked over to where Monika had been seated and sat down.  “I suppose I can monitor this place, since everything is going so well.”
 
    
 
   “Stable flight achieved by Alpha.  Rocket fuel usage 27% higher than expected, reserves depleted,” SB Pinaka stated.  “Alpha on proper trajectory for interception point.”
 
    
 
   Everyone on the bridge cheered.
 
    
 
   The large display showed that Alpha was now moving at a substantial rate of speed away from the planet, but the rockets were no longer burning.  Eris glanced at the side display and saw the animated images of Alpha and how a green dotted line showed its trajectory toward the interception location.
 
    
 
   “Now it is our turn,” Eris said.  “Siva and Peter, bring the main drive up into service.  Begin to break our current orbit toward the interception point.  We have a rendezvous to make.  Pull us alongside Alpha. Grappling lines and rough capture prods will get us in tandem, then we can work the delicacies of docking with the constituent joints.  We will have plenty of time once we match velocities.  Siva and Peter, shall we fly off?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain!” Siva said from his position in the engine room.  “Main engines initiated. Drive status looks good.  Gravity manipulation and inertia suppression on the needle ship is active.”
 
    
 
   There was no perceivable change as the main drive ejectors began their emissions. That massive array of ejectors, the main engine, fired.  It let off a dull glow, but it was steadily, and consistently increasing. Except for looking at the side display screen where the animation of the needle ship showed a change in direction, no one on the bridge could feel the needle ship beginning its acceleration, nor its turn.  A yellow dotted line appeared on the animation which showed the projected flight path.
 
    
 
   “Main drive engines revving upward,” Siva reported.  “All gauges in the green.”  
 
    
 
   Suddenly, a massive shudder ran through the needle ship.  That was followed by three heavy jolts, despite the inertia suppression systems.  
 
    
 
   “We have a problem!” Peter called out.  “Engine drive ejector alignment has failed.  Ejectors seven through nineteen are malfunctioning. The neutrino, gluon and quarkite balances are inadequate and calibration has failed.  Misalignment of ejection is happening.  Stable hypohadronization has been lost.  Connection to the fusion reactor is tenuous.”
 
    
 
   Another jerk was felt through the decking on the bridge.  
 
    
 
   At the far stern end of the needle ship, the giant array of main drive ejectors blazed with power.  Unfortunately, the radiance was not uniform, nor consistent.  The ejectors were spewing forth streams at random power levels, and in haphazard amounts.    
 
    
 
   “Engineering, give me a report.  Peter, Siva, what occurred with the main drive?  I am reading it is in a dangerous flux,” Eris’ voice was far calmer than her emotions and mind.  She knew a serious problem when she saw one.  “What is the status?”  
 
    
 
   “Captain, I am shutting down the drive.  As to cause, I am unsure,” Siva said.
 
    
 
   There was a lighter and less intense heave which rippled through the needle ship, but it was not as severe as the prior turbulences.
 
    
 
   “Is the drive down?” Eris demanded.  “Cut the flow from the fusion reactor if needed.  Lattice assist!”
 
    
 
   Siva replied, “Drive is going cold.”
 
    
 
   “I agree Captain.  The main drive is no longer critical,” SB Pinaka reported.  “There was a major malfunction. Details are being assessed, a report is forthcoming.”
 
    
 
   “Captain, everything looked good, but when we reached eighteen percent of propulsion, something happened beginning with the neutrino foundation.  I shut down the whole system before we had a cascade failure, or a runaway quark split.”  Siva’s face on the display showed the immense strain he was carrying.  “I had to reunite the quark containments, sorry.”
 
    
 
   Peter interjected, “I apologize, but the quarkite quantum-dynamics are beyond me.  There looks to be multiple failures, after that neutrino foundation splintered.  I will learn what I can.”
 
    
 
   “I understand,” Eris replied.  “You saved the drive, well done.  I am not sure what could have caused that, but we will need to reassess it.  Completely reassess it, part by part.  Peter and Siva, that was quick thinking.  Thank you.  Now, let us see what we need to do.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris,” Sandie interjected.  “I hate to report this, but the needle ship veered off course.  In its new trajectory, it will not intersect with Alpha.  The new course has undesirable outcomes in all conjectures.”
 
    
 
   “How long until main drive can be implemented?” Eris asked.  “We need to reverse course.”  
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “Unknown.  I conjecture that it will take at least one hundred hours for diagnostics to reveal the main drive’s failures, as many parts cannot be assessed properly until cooled.  Present course and spend do not give us one hundred hours.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie is right!” Siva yelled.  “I cannot even get close enough to assess most of those parts for days.  What does navigation show?”
 
    
 
   “Atrocious outcome on present course,” SB Pinaka answered. 
 
    
 
   “What?” Jerome said as he and Monika returned to the bridge, the babies were still fussing, especially after the jostling the whole need ship experienced.  “What do you mean?”  
 
    
 
   Jenna and Bigelow were staring at the displays, their faces in shock.  Jenna was unsure if she was reading the information correctly.  Bigelow looked hard at the readings, compared them to a smaller screen on his control chair, then took out his flask and drank a long quaff.  He swore and cursed under his breath.
 
    
 
   “Oh no!” Eris said as she studied the trajectory of Alpha as it compared to the flight of the needle ship.  They would not intersect, but that was the least of her concerns.  She silently prayed that she was wrong in what she saw, or that there was a way to change what was happening.  “No main engines.  So, Cabta 3F?  Can you immediately mitigate our flight path?”
 
    
 
   PB Pinaka replied, “Cabta 3F is already working.  All orbital and positioning rockets are being fired.  Repulsor fields at maximum.  Thrusters firing.  All these actions will be inadequate to divert the direction of the flight to any significant degree.  We can only slow our velocity, not stop it.  The trajectory cannot be altered adequately to avoid disaster.  Rocket fuel supplies are rapidly exhausting themselves.  Thruster fuel supplies dwindling.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Eris asked.  “Do you agree?  Are we trapped on this course?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  I should have foreseen this potential.  I apologize,” Sandie answered.    
 
    
 
   “I checked again.  There is no way to do anything with the main drive,” Siva said.  “Sorry Captain.”
 
    
 
   The big red ball of the Zalian sun was directly in front of them, and slowly growing larger.  
 
    
 
   Jerome said what they all were thinking, wondering, and fearing.  “We are falling into the sun.”  He patted his son who was fussing about in the baby carrier.  “I am like Daedalus.  Never forget this call, dear Icarus, this fearsome flight.  For the greatest tragedy of them all is to plunge into the burning light.”
 
    
 
   “The rube is a fool and moron to the end,” Bigelow said with colorful profanities aplenty. He swilled down another big swallow.  
 
    
 
   “Eris, we can teleport to Alpha,” Jerome suggested.  “I must get my sons to safety.” He was turning toward Monika, reaching for his other son.
 
    
 
   “But is there time?” Monika asked.  “For everyone?”    
 
    
 
   “We do have a couple functioning shuttles as well,” Eris said.  “We must sound the alarm and instruct all to evacuate to….”
 
    
 
   “Captain!  What am I seeing?” Monika said as she looked at the displays.  She had wrapped one arm around Jerome, and the other was holding her baby against her.  The four of them with huddled together.     
 
    
 
   On the side of the large display, where the edge of the planet Zalian could be seen, a yellowish white craft was rising from the atmosphere.   It was V-shaped.  As it left the planet, its colors were more easily differentiated from the planet of its origin.  It was whitish with tints of yellow and green, as seen against the blackness of space.  It was moving very rapidly toward them.  
 
    
 
   “I have seen that before,” Eris said to herself.  “SBs, AIs, lattice, everyone, let it approach.  Magnify the optics on that ship.  Give me every view possible.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain,” SB Pinaka replied.  “Repulsor systems deactivated.  Images being displayed.”
 
    
 
   The main display screen split into six different views, all showing the approaching V-shaped craft from unique vantage points on the needle ship.
 
    
 
   “Can they help us?” Eris asked.  She prayed silently that they could.    
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain,” AI Ogma stated though all the speakers on the bridge.  “I am liaising with the Zalians. The people have come to help you.  They have been watching your ascent, and know you must leave now.”
 
    
 
   “The people?” Jerome asked as he stared at the approaching V-shaped spacecraft.  “Is that a Crock spaceship?  They are too primitive, and Floaters do….”
 
    
 
   “The Zalians are not separated into Crocks and Floaters, they are one species, but in separate life stages of development,” AI Ogma stated.  “Their last spaceship is here.”
 
    
 
   “Spaceship?  The Crocks?” Jerome’s mouth fell open.  
 
    
 
   Everyone else was as amazed as Jerome, except for Eris.  
 
    
 
   With a gentleness difficult to fathom in a craft as large as the V-shaped ship, it nuzzled up against the even bigger needle ship.  Like a dragonfly landing on an alligator, Monika thought, as she realized the vast size difference.  Or like a sparrow trying to stop the turning of the carousel.  Yet, the Zalian craft made contact with the needle ship at its bow.  Without any physical sensation, the great needle ship was turned and slowed.
 
    
 
   They all watched in wonder as the dance between the two craft took place in the heavens.    
 
    
 
   “Captain, we are no longer heading for the sun,” SB Pinaka stated, although it was obvious from the view that they were now headed at an angle away from the red sun.  “We are now on an intercept course with Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “How can they push us like that?” Someone asked.   
 
    
 
   “Why does not matter? They are doing it!” Eris cheered.  “We are being saved!”
 
    
 
   “The Crocks saving us?” Jerome asked in wonder.  “Or setting us up for a combined death?  Throw the needle ship and our last habitat together, then kill us all in one blow?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome,” Monika said and squeezed his arm.  “When hunting, it is often easier to kill prey separately.  Cut off the target animal from the herd, then take it out.  The Crocks are not doing that here.  They are helping us.”
 
    
 
   “So it appears,” Jerome conceded.  “I just hope you are right.”
 
    
 
   They all watched as the V-shaped Zalian craft pushed the needle ship along.  As they got closer to Alpha, Eris commanded that the displays show the relative positions of all three spacecraft.  The large center display still showed space, and a point-of-view from the needle ship, but the side displays showed how the ships were coming together.  
 
    
 
   “Lattice?” Eris asked.  “Are the constituent joints ready for docking?  If the Zalians are willing to get us into position, we might as well dock and couple to Alpha while we have the chance.”
 
    
 
   “Especially as the thruster and rocket fuels are nearly depleted,” Jenna stated as she gazed over the gauges and readouts.  “Less than one percent of thruster fuel remaining, and rocket fuel levels on the needle ship read zero.”
 
    
 
   “A good point,” Eris stated.  “AI Ogma?  Are the Zalians willing to maneuver us to a docking point?”
 
    
 
   AI Ogma answered.  “The people understand that you must leave now.  They know time is short.  They know Alpha and the needle ship, the two remaining parts of the Conestoga must be joined.  They tell me they will hurry.  Captain Eris, I am liaising between the Conestoga people and the Zalian people, but I must tell you, there is an unsettledness in the Zalians I am having trouble comprehending.  Fear, anxiety, stress, dread, and horror are all mixed together in their consciousness.  There is a fatalism, perhaps that is the wrong term, but they are disturbed.  I am sorry if this sounds too nebulous, but I cannot better describe it.  It also involves their collective conscious, supraconscious, mega-body with its multisensory unfocalized awareness.  The major message I keep getting is ‘You leave now’ but there is a strong undercurrent of resignation and impending doom.”
 
    
 
   “I do not know what to do with that, I am an engineer,” Eris replied.  “Convey my thanks and gratitude.”
 
    
 
   “Coming up on interception,” SB Pinaka replied.  “Matching speed and trajectory.  Constituent joints for connection to Alpha are responding appropriately.  The repairs to those connectors have worked.  Couplings on the needle ship are expanding.”
 
    
 
   The display showed the seven constituent joints each flipping their leaf-like petals open.  Those large flaps of permalloy folded back and out of the way, as the inserts from Alpha extended and telescoped outward to penetrate into the joint.  
 
    
 
   “All seven attachment points are lined up and the fittings look good!” Jenna said.  “Power in all constituent joints.  Hydraulics, electronics, gravimetrics, and atmospherics ready to connect. I do not know how that ship is pushing and pulling us, but we are moving right toward an easy docking.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent,” Eris replied.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris.  There are objects revealing themselves in orbit around Zalia,” SB Pinaka stated.  “Multiple, unidentified power signatures and configurations.”
 
    
 
   “Other Zalian spaceships?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “Use the left display to show me them,” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   That display screen shifted and a view of the greenish yellow planet Zalia was shown.  Small purplish glowing balls or globs were pulsing in various places around the planet.  They were fuzzy and indistinct.  They looked uniformly spaced apart, and were winking in an undulating manner.  
 
    
 
   “Magnify on a single one of those,” Eris commanded.  “Jenna keep monitoring the docking.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain,” Jenna replied.  
 
    
 
   The display shifted again, and a single purplish-blue thing was in the center.  It was not a sphere, but more of a multisided form.  It was spinning and pulsing at the same time, but it was still fuzzy and hard to focus on.  The light was slightly painful to look upon.
 
    
 
   “What is that?” Eris asked.  “Lattice, sharpen the image and give me an identification, please.”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka replied, “That is the clearest image available.  Our equipment cannot focus any better on that object.  It is in orbit, along with one hundred and sixty others.  They surround the planet in equidistant positions.  There are emanations from those objects which we cannot identify.”
 
    
 
   “Did they just appear there?” Jerome asked.  “They are strange.”
 
    
 
   “It is the enemy’s detection satellite network.” AI Ogma’s voice came on, a bit too loudly, and with tones of stress.  “You must leave now.  My position has been identified.  The people here report that the Apex Predator Species knows they have flown again.  The people say, ‘We have violated the covenant which required us to never leave our home again.  Those sentient beings which just ascended must leave now! The Apex Predators will be coming.  You must reach the thin-place in space and go to this location’.” 
 
    
 
   A gorgeous Earth-like planet appeared on the display.  It was a soothing blue color, with bands of white clouds over the top of green and brown continents. Under the image of the stunningly pretty world, reams of data were scrolling along.  
 
    
 
   “Docking completed Captain.  The Zalian ship has pulled away.  Alpha is secure.  We did not slow our velocity at all, nor did the Zalians do that for us.  Nonetheless, all constituent joints are locked and holding.  Latched, sealed, and tenable!  Pressurization of compartments underway!” Jenna’s voice was joy-filled.  Her eyes were bright and gleaming.  “We did it.  The Conestoga is reborn!”
 
    
 
   A cheer went up, all except for Eris.  She was looking down at her conservation slate which was plugged into the command controls on the bridge.    
 
    
 
   “AI Ogma.  I am receiving a massive amount of information.  Star charts, telemetry, and so much more.  What are your sending?” Eris asked.  “And why?”
 
    
 
   AI Ogma replied, with a more rapid cadence to its voice. “You must leave now.  Go to the thin-place, then to that other planet.  The people say that is essential.  I am transferring all the translated information the people have on the Apex Predator Species.  They are coming.  They are coming.  My physical location is compromised.  Unknown ordinance is incoming.  Satellite network attacking.  I am severing ties here and through the shadow….”
 
    
 
   “AI Ogma!” Eris yelled.  
 
    
 
   On the display screen, the purplish blue glowing object quit pulsating and blazed with an eye-hurting intensity.  Its color was a weird mix between blue and purple. 
 
    
 
   “Filter out that light!” Eris commanded.  “What are those things, and what are they doing?”  She glanced down and saw her conservation slate showed it had completed the information feed from AI Ogma.  
 
    
 
   The screen shifted and drew back to show the planet Zalia, ringed by the glowing purple objects.  They all glowed with equal intensity.  Suddenly, in unison, from each of the satellites, concentrated, pink-colored beams shot out, heading toward the surface of the planet.  
 
    
 
   “Captain,” Jenna stated, “I am seeing massive explosions where we had plotted Delta, Eta, and Theta to be.  No wait, those are only the first detonations.  There are…”
 
    
 
   “Look at that!” Monika cried out.  “The Zalian ship!”
 
    
 
   The V-shaped ship was soaring toward one of the purplish-blue objects.  It rammed into it, and the object quit glowing, but some chunks of the Zalian craft were left in the wake.  The ship turned and headed toward the next of the orbiting objects.  The others in the network continued discharging pink beams at the planet.  
 
    
 
   “Look at Zalia?” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   The planet’s atmosphere was changing colors.  The chartreuse color it had been, with its mixed greens and yellows, was becoming splotched with tans and mucky browns.  
 
    
 
   “No, not tan!” Jerome cried out and sat down heavily.  Monika kept him from falling over, and both babies began to cry loudly.  
 
    
 
   The Zalian ship rammed several more of the satellites.  They quit glowing, but the ship was obviously stricken. The orbital network stopped blazing in purple, and flickered and flashed from blue to white, to blue, and then the various surviving satellites all were flashing separately and in different hues, mostly purples, and deep blues.  A few still fired the pink beams at the planet, but those were random and chaotic.    
 
    
 
   “Hey rube, you wanted orbital bombardment, right?  Hated the Crocks, right?” Bigelow said with slurred speech.  He took another long draft from his bottle.  “Open your eyes and see what you thought would work.  Want me to sing a dirge about this too?”
 
    
 
   “Bigelow, be still,” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   The crippled Zalian spaceship struck one more satellite, and both exploded in a silent blast of energy.  It nearly overcame the optical filters, but then the display showed a rippling out of the debris.  Nothing else remained of the Zalian ship.
 
    
 
   “Oh no.  They saved us.  Thank you,” Eris whispered.  She then prayed for the dead and dying. “Jenna, or anyone, is that a global effect on Zalia?  What do we know?”  
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka replied.  “We are unable to analyze the composition of those pink beams, however, they have caused massive explosions on the planet’s surface.  Atmospheric alterations are visible, and look to be increasing, despite the purple satellite network no longer firing.  I detect no energy signals from where those satellites were located.”
 
    
 
   The purple glow of the remaining satellites was gone, but the tan blotches on the planet were expanding and swirling.  The greens and yellows were dividing and looked like they were fragmenting into ever smaller globs against a beige to brown background.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  Sandie!  Tell me what I am seeing!” Jerome wailed, yet with his hands he gently rubbed the baby he held.  “It looks like Earth!  Oh dear, no!  No!”  
 
    
 
   “That planet is dying.  A chain-reaction is in process.  Tectonic plates have been obliterated.  Extreme winds are tearing across much of the equatorial regions.  Chemical instability is observed in the remaining atmosphere.  Basic elemental conditions are mutating,” Sandie the AI replied.  
 
    
 
   “I am getting a signal,” Jenna stated.  “Weak and small, but here it is.”
 
    
 
   Over the speakers came the voice of SB Virginia Dare.  “Delta needs extraction.  Delta needs extraction.  Delta nee…” It faded into nothing.  
 
    
 
   The newly reconstituted Conestoga moved away from the solar system where the once chartreuse planet Zalia and all its ecological biosphere was dying.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   With only a single habitat attached to the needle ship, it looked unbalanced, ungainly, unusual.  Yet, in space, the dynamics of shape did not matter nearly as much as many other factors.  Velocity was one of those factors, and the reconstituted Conestoga had velocity.
 
    
 
   “I have been monitoring Zalia since our departure,” Sandie stated to Eris as she returned to the command bridge.  
 
    
 
   “Is it as bad as I fear?” Eris said as she slipped into the control chair.  
 
    
 
   “I can show you,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Eris gulped and blinked her eyes.  Her mind was unsure if she wanted to see it.  She looked at the main display screen which was only showing the blackness of space and the sprinkling of stars on that background.  
 
    
 
   “Go ahead, show me.”
 
    
 
   The display shifted.  The red sun of Zalia was obvious, but the globe which was in the center of the view was a dirty brown color.  There was no green.  There was no yellow.  There was no chartreuse.  Mottled brown covered the entire surface of Zalia.  The planet’s name was now a tragic joke.
 
    
 
   “Did any other spaceships leave the planet?” 
 
    
 
   “No, Captain Eris,” Sandie replied.  “We only observed the one which was destroyed while disabling the automated satellite network.  I conjecture it was the last remaining Zalian spaceship.”
 
    
 
   “And they saved us,” Jerome said as he entered the bridge.  “Excuse me for interrupting.  The babies are sleeping with Monika, and I could not rest.”
 
    
 
   “Me either,” Eris said.  “Come and join me.” She gestured to the control chair which was next to her.  “Maybe you can give me some insights.  I am sort of glad you are here.”
 
    
 
   “The tube vehicles are working so well, it was easy to get here from the Goat Room,” Jerome replied as he sat down.  The chair recognized his presence, so the small screens, and the interactive three-dimensional controls which were in front of him activated.  “All those engineering automacubes that were built in Alpha have been incredibly busy.  SB Bodowa was industrious.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, and the systems between the needle ship and Alpha are working smoothly.  Siva and Peter have crews of automacubes working on the main drive right now.”
 
    
 
   “Zalia reminds me of Earth.  They are both dead worlds.  We may be all that is left anywhere,” Jerome stated.  “Well, there might be other colony ships, somewhere, I hope.  I certainly wish I knew how the Dome 17 people are.”
 
    
 
   “Perfectly understandable, yes, that is perfectly understandable.  Do you mind if I review with you how we are?  I think it is important,” Eris said.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I know we are heading away from Zalia, but not under our own power,” Jerome replied.  “Coasting along, to use an old-fashioned term.”
 
    
 
   “Right, but toward a specific destination,” Eris answered.  
 
    
 
   “Where?” Jerome’s eyes were wide and he leaned toward her.  
 
    
 
   “First, let me play Captain and review.  Thanks to you and the others we now have in suspended animation a total of 19,811 out of original 112,000 people.  Those came from Theta, Eta, and Alpha.  It is only about 17% of the original compliment, but it is far more than I ever expected to rescue.  AI Batibat has them all secured in Alpha. So again, Jerome, thank you for all you did.”
 
    
 
   “It was all of us, even Cammarry,” Jerome replied and looked at his feet.  “So where are we headed?  You said there was a specific destination.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I will get to that.  I want you to know more about how successful Project Ascension really was.  There are over a thousand people up and about on the reborn Colony Ship Conestoga, between the needle ship and the survivors in Alpha.  The lattice is still figuring full estimates, since so many do not have tracking or identification devices,” Eris stated.  “But we are working on that as well.  There are still places in the needle ship which must be explored and restored.  Our food supplies are excellent, with all the resources of Alpha’s farms and orchards.  Some of the people from the needle ship have already started to migrate there.  The Fruit People took Beta’s horses there as soon as they could.  The horses are happy, form what I hear.”
 
    
 
   “Old Bill and Poco, good for them.  Khin would laugh about some wizard quest,” Jerome quipped.  “You still have not gotten to the destination.”
 
    
 
   “Have you tried to contact Cammarry?” Eris asked.  She knew Cammarry was living with Alizon on his farm in Alpha’s habitat, for she had dispatched a security automacube to covertly assist them and keep them safe.  
 
    
 
   “No.  I see no reason to, not now anyway.”  Jerome put his head in his hands.  “It is said that the fear of death follows from the fear of life, but I do not understand that.  I have seen too much death.  Dome 17 is gone, and my only connection to that, Cammarry, is all but gone as well.  So much death on Zalia, but I yearn for life.  Eris, that message said something about ‘they are coming’ and then AI Ogma was destroyed.  Was that just about the destruction of Zalia, or is there more?  Is it about the destination, or what?  You see, someone also said that anyone who lives fully is prepared to die at any time.  But that is malarkey.  I am not prepared to die, and I must know if my sons are in special danger.”
 
    
 
   “The Apex Predator Species?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome nodded.  
 
    
 
   Eris touched a few controls on the arm of her chair, and a different screen rose from the control panel and opened up.  
 
    
 
   A still image came on.  
 
    
 
   “That jellyfish thing we saw in the caverns? That is the Apex Predator Species?” Jerome asked.  “I wish John could see this.  He loved fish.”
 
    
 
   “The Zalians gave us reams of data, and Sandie and the lattice of compeers are collating it right now.  But it is no fish, not at all.  You saw what its, robotic system, did to Zalia.”
 
    
 
   “It looks so odd,” Jerome replied.
 
    
 
   “Jerome, even more troubling, these things apparently know about humanity.  There is a small part of the data where we, or people very much like us were mentioned.  The Zalians were eavesdropping on this species, and there was a small message they intercepted and recorded.  When translated it says, ‘The gas breathers are resisting.  They are on a crude ship called the Long-distance-racer.  They are a bipedal gas-breather species,’”  Eris paused for a moment, then she went on. “The Apex Predators gave a biological description which I think can only mean humanity.  Then they finished the message with, ‘They call us Jellies.’”  She looked directly into Jerome’s eyes.  “Jerome?  That word Jellies was in our language, not the language of the Apex Predators, and not in Zalian conveyances.  AI Ogma, may its mind rest in peace, discovered that in the records and made sure to get it to us.  The Apex Predators know about humanity, somehow.”
 
    
 
   “Long-distance-racer?  Could that mean Marathon?” Jerome touched his hands to his mouth.  “Oh, no, the Colony Ship Marathon?”
 
    
 
   Eris nodded, and silently prayed.  
 
    
 
   They both stared at the still image of the Apex Predator.
 
    
 
   The Apex Predator hovered in some kind of fluid.  A basic bell shape with flowing tentacles.  The overall color was bluish purple.  The body had darker striations of deep blue, and violet.  It reminded them both of the glow from the satellites which had destroyed Zalia.  The pinnacle was a fist-sized ball which sat atop a dome shaped like a half globe.  Jerome was reminded of the mushrooms which Khin so liked to find.  The dome, or top of the bell, had segments which looked to be able to fluctuate in and out, but it was hard to know in a still image. A thick and heavy stem came down from the middle of the dome.  That stem ended with a sharp looking hook or curved spike.  Around the stem were tentacles, most of which were connected under the dome, but a few smaller ones were directly off the stem. The tentacle tips varied with some having a broad sort of leaf-like appearance, and some others tapering to a fine point.
 
    
 
   “So are we heading for those things?” Jerome asked.  “Are we doomed?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, no, I do not think so.  For the Zalians heaved us, to use a crude term, away from their planet, and toward that thing you called the Cosmic Crinkle,” Eris replied.  “They did warn that the Apex Predators are coming, and from the records we got, I am not sure how long until they arrive.  The Zalian records show the Apex Predators have faster-than-light capabilities, and some FTL communication systems, so we must assume their automated satellite system alerted them.  But the Zalians also pushed us right toward that Cosmic Crinkle.  They call it a thin-place, and from what AI Ogma sent us, it is a portal or place where we will be taken elsewhere in the universe.  That happened to the Conestoga on the way here, and to you when you came in the FTL scout.”
 
    
 
   “It was very disconcerting,” Jerome answered.  “Sandie said it threw us something like 1700 light years.  Will that just toss us back toward Earth?  Earth is dead.”
 
    
 
   “No, Jerome, from what the Zalians did in that last push they gave us, we will intersect that Cosmic Crinkle and be thrown toward this.”  Eris hit a switch on her chair.
 
    
 
   The image of the Apex Predator disappeared.  It was replaced by the beautiful, earth-like planet they had seen before. 
 
    
 
   “A new home?” Jerome asked.  “Really? We will go there?”
 
    
 
   “That is what the Zalians, those Crocks and Floaters, did for us,” Eris replied.  “But Jerome, those Apex Predators are coming. Will you be the head of our weapons and defenses?  The Apex Predators are not like the Crocks; we know these Jellies are vicious killers.  They slaughtered all the Zalians. Unless we can defend ourselves, and vigorously, when they come we will die.  We might get to the Cosmic Crinkle before they come.  Siva, Peter, and a crew are working on getting the main drive going.  We will need it on the other side to get into orbit.  But we must have defenses.  One way or the other, this will be the last flight of the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The end.
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   1 Confronted with annihilation
 
    
 
   Jerome’s looked down at the Willie Blaster in his sweaty hand.  Its indicator showed it was low on energy and on ammunition materials.  His bent knees were almost touching his chest as he tried to get even lower to the deck.  ‘How can the energy be depleted so fast?’ he asked himself.  Glancing at his belt, he saw no fusion pack, and his backpack was gone too.  ‘Where did they go?’  More sweat dribbled down his face, to be whisked away by the RAM clothing he wore.
 
    
 
   He looked at the strange, unfamiliar, and bizarre corridor which was lit in a pulsing purple glow.  No stains on the walls, so it was not the needle ship.  The walls were not recognized, nor was the location.  ‘Somewhere in Alpha?’ he pondered but had no time to consider it longer.  Something was coming.  The purple glow was rising at the end of the corridor.  
 
    
 
   Piff.
 
    
 
   Jerome fired toward the purple glow, but was unsure if he hit anything.  There was a shaking all around him.  Leaping up, he sprinted away from the glow.  ‘Where are the boys?’ Jerome asked himself. ‘Are they with Monika?’  He turned a corner, and there he found the light was less purple hued, and was more a dull bluish color.  He squatted down again.  Heart pounding.  Breathing ragged.  Twisting his head from side to side, he could not distinguish anything which looked familiar. ‘Where am I?’  
 
    
 
   Something large and wet stuck the wall near him, and made a sickening, splattering sound.  It slid down the wall, and piled in a heap.  It had once been human, but was now a mound of shattered flesh wrapped in bloody clothing.  
 
    
 
   Jerome ran, firing the Willie Blaster behind him as he fled. 
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.  
 
    
 
   With his other hand, he tapped for his com-link, but his ear was empty.  He checked the other ear as he made it to a stairway.  His com-link was gone.  Fusion packs gone.  Backpack gone.  Ammunition nearly depleted.  Energy low.  
 
    
 
   ‘Where is someone?’ Jerome’s mind raced.  ‘Up or down?’ He looked at the stairway.  Neither option gave him any indicators of where he was or which way to go.  He again looked at the Willie Blaster.  He adjusted the power level, which had been at maximum.  ‘I will get more shots with less power. I hope.’ Jerome checked the compartment at the back where the ammunition compressor was, and it was reading nearly empty.  ‘I can feed it any substance for compression to projectiles, but what to use?’
 
    
 
   There was no growth medium on the floor.  No mushrooms growing anywhere.  No chunks of wreckage, permalloy or softer metals like steel or even some kind of trash.  The body had been back toward the enemy, so that was out.  The stairway was almost sterile in its emptiness.  ‘What is happening?’  He dared now verbalize his questions, but they raged in his mind.  
 
    
 
   Something whipped down from above him.  It roughly brushed past his face, casing a raking pain.  He ducked away.  He had no idea what it was, but a blur of purplish-blue streaked past him.  
 
    
 
   Piff.  Piff.
 
    
 
   He fell backward as he fired, his lean and muscular body responding.   With his wide-open, hazel-colored eyes, he searched for what had attacked him.  The thing which had struck out at him was gone.  
 
    
 
   From somewhere below, down the stairway, perhaps, he heard a baby crying.  
 
    
 
   “I am coming Kalur!” Jerome yelled out with intensity.  His baby sounded terrified.  “I am on my way!”    
 
    
 
   Before the echo of his own cry faded out, the purple glow rapidly increased in brightness.  It was the same color as that satellite network which had destroyed the planet Zalia.  Something moved behind him.  He felt air push past him.  Jerome twirled and tried to fire the Willie Blaster again, but nothing happened.  The trigger did not move. The gauge on the butt of the weapon was flashing red.  It had no more ammunition, and the power level was almost nil.  He tried to holster it, but the holster was missing.  He tucked it into his belt, and sprinted down the stairs.  
 
    
 
   The landing below was lit with yellow emergency lighting, and Jerome rushed past that.  He stopped and took some deep breaths.  His medium complexed face was dripping in his own sweat which was running down from his short, curly, dark brown hair.  He shook his head, trying to get the sweat out of his eyes.  It was salty and stung.  Again, he heard his baby cry, this time it was little Brink.  He raced through a bulkhead doorway which led from the landing.  “SB Sherman, are you here?  Where are my sons?”
 
    
 
   There was no answer.
 
    
 
   The yellow emergency lighting behind him was engulfed the purple glow.  Snapping sounds signified that the lighting fixtures were being crushed.  Jerome screamed out.  “Monika!  Anybody!  Where are the boys?  What is happening?”
 
    
 
   As he ran, he passed a doorway where the door was partially open, sticking about two-thirds out of its wall pocket.  The sounds of babies crying came from that.  Jerome turned sideways and shoved at the pressure door to open it further.  It would not budge.  
 
    
 
   The babies were crying in frightened, frantic, and forlorn wails.
 
    
 
   Jerome’s skin crawled and tingled as he heard the babies.  He squeezed and wiggled his way through the jammed doorway.  His RAM suit tore with the force of his struggle.  The door’s edge ripped his chest, tearing out hair, flesh, and caused bleeding. 
 
    
 
   “I am coming!  Someone help!  Monika?  Sandie?  Eris?” Jerome yelled as he twisted and pulled himself though.  He fell to the floor as he made it past the stuck door.  Just as he hit the deck, the purple glow filled the corridor beyond the door.  It was pulsating and undulating in deep blues and purples.  The light hurt his eyes more than did the salty sweat.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Where are you?” a woman called.  
 
    
 
   Jerome could not tell who it was.  It sounded like Cammarry at first, but then his mind said it was Monika.  Perhaps it was Eris, but she was younger sounding.   
 
    
 
   “Help the boys!  Get them to safety!” Jerome hollered back.  “I will fight it off as long as I can!  Just save the boys!”  
 
    
 
   He stood up.  His shirt was in rags, and fell off his shoulders.  The RAM clothing was deteriorating as it crumbled off his body.  He did not have time to ponder why the tough material was now suddenly disintegrating from his frame.  Something large and menacing moved on the far side of the door.  Its shadow was lurking there.  Its presence was ominous.  The danger was coming.  
 
    
 
   His babies screamed in horror.  He could not tell from what direction their piteous cries originated.  He looked around, but the light was inadequate to see.  It was all awash in a purple glare which blinded him.  The light was so painful to his eyes he could not see what direction to go.  The halls, corridors, floor, and ceiling all blurred together into a collage of ethereal, purplish, otherworldly shadows.  He stepped forward and smacked into a wall which he could not see.  He spun around but he struck a corner and was knocked to one knee.  
 
    
 
   “NO!” 
 
    
 
   The smells of ammonia, and rotting flesh came to him in a wave which almost physically knocked him down. The babies’ crying was so loud, so anguished, and fear-filled that his head throbbed from their cries.
 
    
 
   “I am coming!” Jerome yelled.  “Monika!  Sandie!  Someone!  Anyone!”  He looked around, but the only discernable thing was the jammed doorway with the evil, shadowy thing and its purple light glowing through. The thing on the other side of the door was watching, leering, creeping toward him.  
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled the Willie Blaster out of his belt, its indicator light was dark.  Energy gone.  Ammunition gone.  The trigger useless.  He held it by the handgrip.  The barrel was tough and it would make a small, but serviceable club.  He cocked his arm back, ready to strike.
 
    
 
   The thing which lurked beyond the door was coming.  The doors, for he now saw the jammed threshold was where two pressure doors met, were swelling and receding with the pulsing of the purple light.  His children’s shrieking cries ascended to almost inhuman pitches.
 
    
 
   “Someone get to them.  Help the boys!” 
 
    
 
   Suddenly, just as the cries reached a zenith, they cut off.  
 
    
 
   The silent ending of their cries was worse, if that was possible, than their anguished wailing.  
 
    
 
   “Boys?” Jerome asked, trembling with worry and angst.
 
    
 
   The doors began to melt, bend, and dribble away under the unholy purple light which was blazing toward Jerome.  It was coming.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?”
 
    
 
   He turned his head.
 
    
 
   “Jerome?”
 
    
 
   “Monika?” Jerome sat up.  His heart was hammering in his chest.
 
    
 
   Monika’s gentle arms wrapped around him.  “You were crying out in your sleep.  I have you.”
 
    
 
   “Monika?  The babies!” Jerome swung his legs over, but Monika held onto him.  
 
    
 
   “Hush.  Jerome, they are fine. I just checked them.  I woke up a bit ago and could not go back to sleep.  The boys are safe.” Monika reassured him and kissed the side of his head.  “Oh my, you are all sweaty and smelly.  That must have been a whopper of a nightmare.”
 
    
 
   “What?  Nightmare?  I must see the boys.  I just must,” Jerome insisted.  
 
    
 
   Monika still hugged him, but she relaxed her hold a bit. With one hand, she tapped a switch and a small, normal-colored, light came on. It lit the corner of their bedroom.  “Oh, I do understand.  But do not wake them yet.  We need to get ready for the funeral, and it will be easier if they sleep a bit more before we leave.”
 
    
 
   “Funeral? Oh, right,” Jerome said as he scooted to the edge of the bed. “Old Danny’s funeral.  The Goat People, I remember.”  He looked around the room, everything appeared normal, but he kept looking for the thing which his mind had known was after them.  He looked back to Monika, and then threw his arms around her.  “They are safe?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome.  Our sons are safe.” Monika was dressed in an oversized shirt; her brown hair was loose around her pretty face.  In the dim light, her pale complexion was more noticeable, as she looked very white.  Her greenish hazel colored eyes were large as they looked at Jerome. “You had a horrible nightmare.”
 
    
 
   “Really?  It was just a dream?” Jerome had shorts on and as he stood he half expected to see his RAM suit covering his body.  Or crumbled into pieces around his feet.  He looked down, and saw that it was not ripped to pieces.  He shook his head, then flexed his arms a couple of time.  “I need to see the boys.”
 
    
 
   “Oh course, but they are safe.  Are you?” 
 
    
 
   “I will be.  Thanks.”  Jerome kissed her softly.
 
    
 
   They walked, hand in hand, into the room next to theirs where the twin boys were sleeping in their crib.  Standing next to the bed, Jerome leaned over and gently touched Kalur whose arm was resting out from under the blanket.  Jerome could feel the baby’s pulse beating nice and regularly. Both boys’ breathing was pleasant and even as well.  Jerome’s muscles relaxed. 
 
    
 
   Monika tucked the blanket back over Kalur’s arm and led Jerome off to the bathroom.  
 
    
 
   In the bathroom, she wrapped her arms about Jerome’s neck and looked him in the eyes.  “Do you want to talk about that nightmare?  You have had several in the last few weeks.  Has it been worse since Alpha ascended?”
 
    
 
   Jerome kissed her on the lips, and held her close.  
 
    
 
   Pulling apart, Monika put a hand on his chest and whispered, “I wish we had more time for that, but we need to go to the funeral.”  Looking into his eyes she then added, “But later we can take this up again.”  She caressed him with a promise of future passion.  “Now, while we shower, do you want me to soap you up first, or do you want to wash my back to start?”  Her eyes were playful.  
 
    
 
   “I better shower alone this time,” Jerome replied.  “But I agree, later we will be together.”
 
    
 
   “I will hold you too that, and a lot more.  So, what was your dream about?  We can talk while you wash.  You must wash, and use as much water as you need to. Relish it.  No gritty sanitation foams.”
 
    
 
   “I grew up with those gritty sanitation foams.  It took a while to get Reproduction and Fabrication to make sanitation foam right for me,” Jerome responded.  
 
    
 
   “Call me backward and primitive, but that high-tech, lacking-in-water, grit is nasty.  It might sterilize stuff, but it is not a proper way to get clean.  Our sons will know how to properly bathe, even if it is the primitive way.  You know, even during Beta’s long drought, we were never as stingy about water use as you are.  Water is for bathing, and you should embrace that.  The connection to the Alpha underground reservoir has given the needle ship, I guess I should say the Colony Ship Conestoga, more than enough water to carry us through this voyage.”  Monika walked over and pulled off her sleeping clothing and began to dress.  
 
    
 
   Jerome admired her figure, but responded, “I know the water supplies are there, the Loop River, with that huge under the biome reservoir, but my old habitats from Dome 17 are hard to break.  I am also aware of how few people the Conestoga has now compared to what it had at launch, but we also have seven missing habitats.  But your point is well taken, as usual.  As to the dream, well it was about those creatures, the Apex Predators.  Sandie said that according to the records from the Crocks, they are some kind of aquatic dwellers.”
 
    
 
   “Were they swimming in your nightmare?”  Monika smiled at him as she dressed.  “Is that why you have an aversion to water?”
 
    
 
   “I do not have an aversion to water,” Jerome teased back.  “I just appreciate it, and am thankful I am not in Dome 17 where they had even tighter restrictions on water than you ever had during Beta’s drought.”
 
    
 
   “We do have diverse backgrounds,” Monika agreed.  “But that is why our relationship is complementary.”
 
    
 
   “I thought it was complementary, because I complement you on your physical beauty so much,” Jerome replied. 
 
    
 
   “Compliments are fine, but flattery is phony,” Monika replied.  “Roustabouts know that flattery and insults both make one ask, ‘What does this rube want?’”
 
    
 
   “Now, who is quoting old saying?” Jerome smiled.  Yet, the lingering aftermath of his nightmare haunted him.  He walked back in and peeked at the boys again.
 
    
 
   “Jerome, you do get cleaned up, and let them sleep.  Hustle off,” Monika said and patted Jerome’s back side and added a slight squeeze.
 
    
 
   He went and finished washing, and he did use adequate amounts of water and soap. 
 
    
 
   They finished dressing, and each placed a com-link over one of their ears.  Jerome patted his and made sure it was snuggly in place.  He tapped it.  “Sandie, is there anything urgent to report?”
 
    
 
   “Hello Jerome,” Sandie the AI replied.  “Nothing to report which cannot wait until after the rituals are completed.  I will interrupt you if something does need your immediate attention.”  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, will you please ask SB Bodowa to manufacture for me a Willie Blaster?  Or can you reactivate the one I have?” Jerome asked with some hesitation.
 
    
 
   “I will bring the issue up to the lattice of compeers and Captain Eris for consideration,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was pleased, but hesitated to express too much hope.  He simply responded, “Thank you.  I promise to be responsible in all my use of it.”
 
    
 
   Sandie made a comment over Monika’s private channel informing her that if something emergent came up, she would be contacted.
 
    
 
   They then woke up the boys and got them ready for the short trip to the Grand Hall of the Goat People.  Strapping the babies into their separate papoose carriers, Jerome noted that Monika also had placed a small handgun on her belt in a hidden spot.  
 
    
 
   “Do you really need that around the babies?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “You just asked Sandie for a Willie Blaster weapon.  A super high-tech gun which can blast a hole in the wall, and you ask me about this?  Well, I understand you are concerned about the boys.  My gun is safely secured and cannot go off by itself.  Well, not unless it fell into a fire or something drastic like that,” Monika replied.  “I travelled the roads with the roustabouts for many kilometers, and we sometimes encountered rapid beasts, or very bad people.  Hoodlums can be anywhere, and there is the chance of Khin’s monsters showing up.”  She looked carefully at Jerome and realized he was weeping a bit.  “That dream really bothered you.  Was there more to it than you have said?”
 
    
 
   “It was scary, certainly that was part of the nightmare.  The worst part was the feeling that the babies were in danger and I could do nothing about it.  I had the Willie Blaster, in the dream, but it failed me.”
 
    
 
   “Your friend Doctor Chambers would say something about that, right?”  Sympathy and compassion shone from Monika’s face. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, Sandie made his simulation very real, and I can imagine him saying something like, ‘Jerome, being entirely honest with yourself is good mental calisthenics.’  But I felt so helpless.  I read someone, some ancient pre-Great Event sociologist or something like that who said, a person is never as vulnerable as when we love.  I do love the boys, and you, Monika. I want to be able to defend you.”
 
    
 
   “I know, and I love you too, and well, me loving my babies is just who I am,” she replied.  “I also want to defend you and my sons.  I think part of your dream was also about all that planning you are doing on ways to defend the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “You are probably correct, as usual.  Thanks,” Jerome replied.
 
    
 
   “Talk to Sandie while we travel. It might help,” Monika suggested. 
 
    
 
   “I would rather walk and talk just with you,” Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   “Well, one of the boys might interject a coo or a cry as we walk,” Monika said and patted the baby in his papoose.  Jerome kissed the baby he was carrying, and then he locked up the apartment, and looked in on the Probe Control room next door.  An engineering automacube was busy revising the two work stations located there. 
 
    
 
   As they walked along, Jerome commented, “The Probe Control will allow us to use weapons, if we had any to use.  The basic repulsor system is there, with it turrets and microparticles, but what good will that do?  It keeps asteroids, meteors, and space debris away, but will it damage an enemy ship?”
 
    
 
   “The Apex Predator ships?  I can understand your worry and concern, after what those satellites did to Zalia.  But there has been no sign of them coming in ships.”
 
    
 
   “Monika, remember the Crocks, or Zalians, whatever you call them, they said, those predators were coming,” Jerome replied.  “I think we can count on that.  The Zalians were right about most everything else.  Hindsight is always twenty-twenty or so that old saying goes.”
 
    
 
   “What was the twenty-twenty?  An old calendar date?  Those old sayings of yours are too obscure for me sometimes.  Is it a metaphor or a measurement?” Monika was puzzled.  They were approaching the tube system portal hub where they could quickly ride to the Grand Hall.  
 
    
 
   “I think it was some medical thing about optics for eyes.  It was written about in old books, and those also speak about spectacles for reading.  My understanding was that sometime before the Great Event there were people who had medical conditions which limited their eye sight.  Not blind exactly, but not clear vision.  The records from back then are limited, but here on the Conestoga, the lattice has records which are quite interesting.  There are even some things I never heard about in Dome 17.  Historical things. For example, in the years before the Great Event there were some remarkable medical advances which genetically did away with many ailments.  They also had a vast improvement in language.  A precision language movement was popular, halting the social slide into oblivion.  So many surviving books from before that precision language movement used phonetic spelling to describe the way people spoke, or how they sounded out words.  Accents, and dialects, I think they called them.”
 
    
 
   “Well, you and I speak differently,” Monika stated.  “I noted that the first time we met.”
 
    
 
   “But the authors back then wrote it out in books, too.  I read a few of those in Dome 17’s database, but here, on the Conestoga, they saved more records.  It is amazing.  Not only did those ancients use garbage spellings and phonetic dialect in their writings, they also embraced the curse of smashing words all together in something they called compactions.  I think it was called compactions.  They took normal words and lopped off the end of one, and welded it to the beginning of another.  Language compactions, or contractions, or whatever, nearly caused wars, disasters, and they were a general nuisance.  Too bad that.  Their whole civilization suffered.  Had they done better at education, the old-world might have avoided the causes of the Great Event.”   
 
    
 
    
 
   “Jerome, back to that ancient phrase, and away from your modern philosophizing,” Monika grinned at him.  “So, that twenty-twenty thing was considered normal?  Interesting.  So, hindsight is better at seeing things, like how Khin can see in dim light better than we can?” Now she winked at him.  “Yes, eyesight. I think, I can see how that idiom makes sense to me.  Thank you, Jerome.  If only all your old saying were so easily decrypted and visualized.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome’s smile was wide.  
 
    
 
   They touched the controls for the transport tube, and after the portal hatch opened, they stepped inside. 
 
    
 
   “Welcome aboard,” SB Vamzdis stated.  “Your children will need to be placed into the safety seats which are deploying now.”
 
    
 
   From one side of the vehicle, two of the seats folded upward and revealed infant-sized carriers with padded edged and proper straps.  
 
    
 
   “SB Vamzdis?” Jerome asked.  “Your presence is unexpected.”
 
    
 
   “The lattice of compeers has upgraded the entire transport tube system.  I am now overseeing all aspects from Alpha to the needle ship, to the latest repaired section which leads to the engine room.  Please restrain the infants, and take your seats.  The vehicle will not be moved until safety procedures are followed.”
 
    
 
   Monika unloaded the baby which was strapped onto Jerome, and set Kalur into the safety seat.  Unlike the adult seat which had folded out of the way. The baby seat faced backward.  Kalur nestled into his place.  Jerome then repeated the procedure taking baby Brink from the papoose which was strapped to Monika and setting him into the other safety seat.  He made some soft cooing sounds as he too snuggled into place.  Monika covered each with a blanket.  Then the adults sat down and put on their own lap belts.  
 
    
 
   “We are ready to go to the Grand Hall,” Jerome announced.  
 
    
 
   “That destination is one of the twenty hubs which are now functional in the transport system.  Estimated time of arrival is seven minutes.  Please remain seated and restrained during transport,” SB Vamzdis stated.  The rear hatch closed with a slight whoosh and snap, and the vehicle smoothly and nearly soundlessly moved away from the hub.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I did not know Cadet Danny very well at all.  You met him before.  Were you surprised he died in his sleep?” Monika asked.  “Seems a shame just after we got into flight.”
 
    
 
   “He lived to see the Conestoga reconstituted, and resume the mission.  I think that was all he was waiting for.  His whole life he was prepared to live, and then die, in transit to the destination world.”  Thinking about all the death he had seen, Jerome touched his lips with his fingers and pondered.  “Maybe he was ready to die, knowing we are on our way again.”
 
    
 
   “Did he know about the Apex Predators?” Monika asked.  “From what I hear, that has not been made public knowledge.  I do not want to say something wrong at the funeral, and let the dog out of the house.”
 
    
 
   “Now, who is using unfamiliar idioms?  I suppose letting some beast into the house would be better?” Jerome tried to be lighthearted, but he was still haunted by the thing which was stalking him in his nightmare.  “As far as I know, only we who are considered the flight crew know about the Apex Predator threat.  But that includes Bigelow and who knows what he has said or who he has told.”
 
    
 
   “Bigelow drinks too much intoxicants, but he is trustworthy.  Many times, he was valuable to the roustabouts,” Monika said.  “But word does get out, and rumors are hard to stop.”
 
    
 
   “I am surprised these weeks have gone by already.  The engines are still not working, and I would have thought we would reach that Cosmic Crinkle by now,” Jerome said.  “I suppose when I came here, the FTL scout was traveling at a much higher velocity coming out of that Cosmic Crinkle, than we are drifting toward it.  I thought that Zalia and the Cosmic Crinkle were only something like 75,000 kilometers apart.”
 
    
 
   “You could ask Captain Eris about our position in space,” Monika suggested. “But she has been rather busy.”
 
    
 
   “We all are busy, and I figured me pestering her for miscellaneous information to satisfy my curiosity would not help.  Besides, the artificial intelligence system Sandie told me she was investigating the situation. Sandie said something about relative positions, and unusual navigational factors related to planetary orbits, and how the Cosmic Crinkle was also in orbit, or this solar system was in orbit around it, or something like that.  No firm conjectures yet on the apparent velocity discrepancies coming toward Zalia as compared to moving away from Zalia.  Sandie is also using the FTL’s sensors to keep watch on Zalia and where the Cosmic Crinkle is located.  Or where we think it is, or was.” 
 
    
 
   The transport tube vehicle pulled up to the destination.  It slowed down, backed up, and docked to the hub.  Except for several clanks as the connections were made, the process was very smooth.  Both babies were startled at the metallic clanks, but some soothing words, and a gentle caress to a cheek and they rested again.  Kalur was looking around and flexing his fingers in front of his face.  
 
    
 
   “We have arrived.  You may now unfasten the safety devices and depart from this vehicle,” SB Vamzdis stated.  
 
    
 
   The transport hub had been scrubbed clean of the growth medium, but the walls were stained from where water had run down them for so many decades.  The air vents, which had been converted and used as water channels, had been repaired.  They were again propelling air out of them.  The hallway outside the hub was also free from the growth medium, although the lighting was still dim, unlike that inside the transport vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “Back into the Goat People’s realm of constant dimness,” Jerome commented.  “But the mushrooms and growth medium has been cleaned out.  What do the goats eat now?”
 
    
 
   “They eat what goats eat!” Khin laughed as he walked up to them.  Vesna was right behind him.  “They might even eat wizard’s food, but only if there is nothing else.”  Khin grabbed Jerome and hugged him, being careful not to disturb the baby in the papoose.  Khin’s clothing, hair, and body were the cleanest Jerome had ever seen them.  He still had his belt with its many pouches. 
 
    
 
   Vesna then chided Khin a bit.  “You were telling me only yesterday that the goats are wandering further away, seeking food, because everything is getting too clean now.  You also know that I think all the goats should be moved into Alpha.  It is not Beta,” she looked at Monika and smiled, “but it has a working sky tube and room for everyone.  The horses are already there, thanks to the Fruit People.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed heartily.  “My Vesna, now is not the time to decide those things.  Today is the life celebration of the Old One.”
 
    
 
   Monika hugged Vesna and Khin, and they exchanged pleasantries as they walked the last way to the Grand Hall.  As they entered it, Jerome recalled being there the first time, but that was with Cammarry.  He pushed thoughts of her away, and wished her well in his mind.  
 
    
 
   The Grand Hall was lit by the dim, but typical, illumination of the needle ship.  The chamber was over a hundred meters wide, about twenty meters tall, and went back another hundred meters.  On one sidewall, Jerome saw the bank of elevators with their glowing hand-shaped symbols.  
 
    
 
   The Grand Hall was noisy with people.  The air wafted with exotic smells, and people were walking, milling, and standing about.  The place was usually filled with tents, cooking pots, cheese making equipment, and other items the Goat People used.  Now, however, it had been cleared out to a great degree, and the central part was a large open space.  In the middle of that open area was the body of the Old One, also known as Cadet Danny, or even more officially as Cadet Danuja.  He had been the oldest person Jerome knew about on the needle ship, and probably anywhere on the reconstituted Conestoga.  
 
    
 
   The body was displayed on a flat surface which had been laid across Danny’s piano.  The piano was a rich and warm golden-brownish color with some kind of pattern of swirls in the deeply polished wood.  Jerome now knew that material was wood, but it had been a minor mystery to him when he first saw that beautiful musical instrument.  It gleamed with luster even in the dim light.  Cadet Danny’s body was dressed in a brand-new flight suit.
 
    
 
   “Of all the people I have seen die here,” Jerome said.  “I have not even heard about any kind of death rituals, or whatever.  In Dome 17, the body was sent to the recycling system for reclamation, and the deceased’s age-mates would have a memorial service. Here I feel ignorant of the customs.”  Jerome wondered why it had taken until now for him to verbalize those feeling to Monika.  Then the dream’s frightful images and feelings returned to him, and he understood how preoccupied his mind had been.  
 
    
 
   Monika lightly gripped Jerome’s arm.  “I have no idea what they do on the needle ship either.  My experiences were in Beta, and I am pretty sure they are different here.” She looked at Jerome, then down at her baby on her chest.  “Do we keep the boys with us, or should I find a place to watch them in private so you can stay here?”
 
    
 
   Khin overheard the conversation.  “You both stay here.  If babies wake up and cry, that is fine.  They will add to the celebration of life.  The Old One had a long life, and a long life is good.  My father and mother…”
 
    
 
   “Told you some short poem you remember, and will now recite,” Jerome interrupted.
 
    
 
   Khin laughed.  “No, not this time.  My mother and father are here to lead us. See they are over there!”  He pointed to some vague place beyond where the body was in death’s repose.  
 
    
 
   At another side of the Grand Hall there were doors which lead to the main kitchen.  Various people were carrying pitchers of water, and trays of foods from there.  Neither Jerome nor Monika could tell who Khin was pointing at, as both men and women were rushing about.  Most of the Goat People dressed in similar clothing, and while they had variations in complexions and hair colors, none of the people bore a striking resemblance to Khin.  
 
    
 
   Khin noted the puzzled looks of Jerome and Monika, and he laughed even more.  “Not back by the kitchen, but over there.”  He pointed again roughly toward the same place.  The gesture was imprecise.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked and saw a side passageway where there were stacked rolls of the mottled blue colored tents.  They were stacked along the passageway where it led away from the Grand Hall.  Among the rolled and stacked tents, there were a myriad of boxes, caldrons, pots, kettles, shipping crates, storage bins, and other items.  Down the center of the passageway the Goat People had left a narrow space which was not filled.  Two people were walking out from there.   
 
    
 
   “Now do you see?” Khin asked.  “My father is wearing the hat, and my mother has the shroud.  They coming between the supplies?”
 
    
 
   The bright yellow hat stood out, and Jerome and Monika both saw it at the same time as the man stepped into the Grand Hall.  He was similarly dressed to everyone else, except for the hat.  Following him was the woman who had a yellow shroud around her shoulders.  The colors stood out, even in the dim lighting.
 
    
 
   “They will lead us in the life celebration.  Then the Old One’s body is taken on its last quest where it will be slide into a chute which goes to the Land of Bad Air.”  Khin laughed a bit.  “A wizard who knows so much, but knows so little as well.  I still find it so funny!”
 
    
 
   “My Khin, you had to tell me about what to expect, and the other Goat People elaborated on that.  How do you expect these two to know your ways?” Vesna chided him.  “If it were not for me talking to your father Otau, and your mother Majka, I would be without knowledge of this event.  You judge Jerome and Monika too harshly.  How could they know?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie the spirit-ghost would tell them?” Khin just laughed and nodded his head.  “What else was there to tell?  I did not think sitting on the floor here and listening would be too hard for any of you.  After all the things we have seen and done.” 
 
    
 
   People came into the Grand Hall from all the different entrances.  Jerome watched and saw the majority were from the Goat People with their leather clothing and distinctive mannerism. But others were there as well. Bobbing among the crowd were people wearing hats with dark hair sticking out from beneath them.  They also had goggles hanging around their necks or perched on the brims of their hats.  No one had the goggles over their eyes as they walked in the dim light of the Grand Hall.  Those were the Fruit People, and Jerome understood the goggles were for working in their orchard where the artificial growth light was very bright.  Jerome and the people from Beta liked the orchard’s light, as it was more normal for them, but to the Fruit People it was excessively bright and those who worked in the orchard itself needed the eye protection.  Jerome saw their leader, Wanda, as she entered.  
 
    
 
   Others in the crowd had black and gray colored, heavy, padded pants coverings their legs.  Their shirts were off-white colored with stripes around the sleeves.  They did not wear hats, but most of them had black, silky hair which was trimmed short.  Jerome recognized them as from the Chicken People who lived in the sections of the needle ship near the stern. He caught sight of both of their leaders, Fedders and Dick, as they took places on the floor near their people.
 
    
 
   Surprisingly, there were also people who were not so easily identified.  They were not wearing the exact clothing of any of the three tribes of people who populated the needle ship.  Jerome wondered if some of them were people from Alpha Habitat, or if the strict social norms of the tribal clothing customs were being moderated.  He asked himself, “Is there a unity movement among the various people?”
 
    
 
   Children rushed hither and yonder as the crowd assembled.  The children were even more diverse than the adults, and that seemed to answer Jerome’s question.    
 
    
 
   Monika watched and as she saw the survivors from Beta come in she gestured to them to come and sit by her.  They waved back.  There were less than twenty people from Beta in attendance.  Some of the very old and infirm, who had been rescued, had been unable to travel to the funeral.  Monika also knew that Peter and Siva were in the engineering area where they were now living, along with the team of other people they led.  That makeshift repair team was working with the blue automacubes doing assessments and repairs to the main drive.    
 
    
 
   When about three hundred people, a majority of the population of the needle ship, were gathered, the service began.  A young woman from the Goat People approached the piano which supported the body of Cadet Danny.  She motioned with her hand, but that gesture was unnecessary as the crowd gave her their full attention.  Even the children sat down and watched.
 
    
 
   Jerome saw Captain Eris enter just as everyone else’s attention was on the woman at the piano.  The woman, wearing the clothing of the Goat People, sat down on the bench.  In a clear, but strained voice, she stated, “The Old One taught me this.  I play in memory to him.”
 
    
 
   She played beautifully.  At first it was a lively and joyful sound.  Then, she switched into a D-sharp minor key.  The entire tone felt different.  The music wafted around the Grand Hall, and feelings of melancholy, of a heart ripped by some deep distress, infused all who listened.  In Jerome’s mind, the piano music evoked thoughts, and images of brooding despair, of blackest sorrow, more intense than the blackness of space.  He recalled the tunnel and the animals he had seen slaughtered.  He thought of Cammarry, and their shattered relationship. Dome 17 came vividly to his mind, and the idea of deadly radiation killing his home whirled through his consciousness.  Then he considered his fellow adventurers who went to the other six old colony ships.  So much death.  Death was everywhere he went. He cried.  The music tempo slowed down, and that made the effect even more pronounced.  Jerome wondered if all the dead he had seen on the Conestoga, or in Dome 17, or who were lost in the bleakness of space, were trying to speak from this one woman, playing this one piano, at this one point in time.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked over and Monika had tears running down her cheeks.  He leaned over, careful not to disturb the baby sleeping on his chest, and carefully wiped a tear from her face.  When she looked at him and their eyes met, she said, “I am sorry about Cammarry and you.  I so regret coming between you two.  For all that, will you please forgive me?”
 
    
 
   “I understand, and I too feel sorrow, but you are not to blame.”  Jerome had not thought so much only about Cammarry, as he had thought about all the other people who he had seen die or were lost.  Cammarry was somewhere in Alpha with Alizon, and Jerome wished her well, even though there was a heaviness in his emotions about her.  He longed to just sit and talk with her about Dome 17, but did not feel like she would want to do that with him.  He looked more intensely at Monika.  “All those people in Beta, and the other habitats.  Their deaths…”
 
    
 
   The babies began to fuss in their carriers.  The gloomy music was troubling them as well.  Jerome and Monika got to their feet and quietly walked out, stepping around the people who were sitting on the floor.  
 
    
 
   From the doorway, which led to a cross corridor, Jerome and Monika pulled the fussy babies out of the carriers and cuddled them.  That soothed them somewhat, but they continued to fidget until the woman playing the piano stopped.  
 
    
 
   Khin’s father, Otau, stepped up next to the piano as the woman was stepping away.  His voice boomed out.  “Thank you, Millie.”  He reached up and took off the yellow hat.  Placing it into his hands, he began to unroll the material it was made from.  His hands slowly unraveled the hat itself.  As he did that, he spoke.  “The Old One is dead.  Why are we hear today?”
 
    
 
   The Goat People in the crowd responded, “In memory to him.”
 
    
 
   “And it is not just the Goat People who are here.  Our guests are here as well.  Why do they come?” Otau called out.  
 
    
 
   “In memory to him.”  More people replied. 
 
    
 
   “His name was Danuja, but many people called him Danny.  Why do we speak his name?”
 
    
 
   “In memory to him.” The crowd responded.  Those who did not know the liturgy before coming were following the lead of the Goat People.  For Cadet Danny, had been a leader to them.  
 
    
 
   “He had another title, Cadet, and that made him different than most of us.  Some here are wizards,” Otau made a nod at several people, including Captain Eris, Jerome, and the group of Beta people.  “There are also monsters, but the Old One was not one of them.  He was our friend.”  He gestured to the crowd.  
 
    
 
   “In memory to him,” they replied.  
 
    
 
   “Now, Majka will lead us in remembering the Old One.”  He had unwrapped his entire hat, and took that material and laid it across the feet of Cadet Danny’s dead body.  He did it with ultimate reverence and gentleness.  
 
    
 
   Khin’s mother, Majka stepped up.  The yellow shroud which was wrapped around her shoulders stayed in place as she spoke.  “It is good that so many people have turned out to pay our respects to the Old One.  As you may remember, he was the longest living person here.”  She looked at the section where the Fruit People were sitting.  “Wanda?  Is there anyone older among your people?”
 
    
 
   “No.  The Old One was most senior,” Wanda responded.  
 
    
 
   Majka then turned to the place where the Chicken People were sitting.  “Is there anyone older among the Chicken People?  Dick or Fedders, will you tell me?”  
 
    
 
   Both Fedders and Dick responded at the same time.  “None older.”
 
    
 
   Majka then made a sweeping gesture as she turned all the way around.  “Our new friends are represented here as well.  Captain Eris, is there any older person in that habitat or among the refugees?”
 
    
 
   “No one I am aware of,” Eris responded.  She tipped her head to the side, and then added, “I believe Cadet Danuja was the oldest person on the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   Majka, nodded solemnly and then bowed her head.  A moment later, she looked up and shrugged off the yellow shroud.  Placing it across the body she turned back and said, “Then I will begin sharing memories.  Anyone is welcome to add a story, in order.  I first remember the Old One from when I was….”
 
    
 
   Jerome watched and listened as Khin’s mother shared a number of stories about Cadet Danny.  Many times, she added some rhyming phrase to emphasize some aspect of Danny’s life.  Jerome smiled at those, recalling how many times Khin had attributed some comment or nugget of wisdom to his mother or father.  Others then stepped forward to add their own recollections.  Everyone who spoke was from the Goat People.  It was done in an orderly fashion, and according to some unspoken liturgical style or pattern Jerome could not identify.  Part way through, Monika took both babies and retreated to a quiet room down the hall where she could breastfeed and diaper change the twins.  She returned, both babies happy and awake.  
 
    
 
   “Majka is still letting people share their memories.  Cadet Danny had a big influence on these people,” Jerome whispered.  “Some people will have a meaningful life while others have merely a long life.  It sounds like Cadet Danny had both.”
 
    
 
   “And I wish that for our sons as well,” Monika said as she kissed each of them in turn.  
 
    
 
   “As do I.”
 
    
 
   The last speaker was just completing his comments, and Majka then again addressed the crowd.  “And now Otau will conclude our celebration of the Old One’s life.   
 
    
 
   “Are the bearers ready?” Otau asked.  
 
    
 
   Six people, three men and three women, stood up and responded, “We are, in memory to him.”  They proceeded to lift the body, on its base, and carry it away.  Otau folded down the cover of the piano.  He then stated, “A meal is served, and all are welcome to attend.  One announcement before we partake of our fellowship funeral feast.  As of tomorrow, the Goat People will be traveling to live in Alpha.  Where there is room to grow, it is time to go.”
 
    
 
   Murmurs rustled through the crowd, except for the Goat People.  Apparently, they already knew about this relocation.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked over at Captain Eris and she too did not seem surprised.  He quickly tapped his com-link.  “Sandie?  All the Goat People are moving to Alpha?  Will that work?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “Yes Jerome.  The habitat is very well suited for up to 5,000 dwellers.  There are currently only about 500 people living there.”
 
    
 
   “So, when was this decided?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure of the exact process by which the Goat People made their decision.  Over the last ten days, Khin did ask me a number of questions, which I answered for him,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Well, thank you,” Jerome stated and closed the link.  
 
    
 
   Monika looked at him, and he stepped over to take one of the boys.  He slid him into the papoose baby carrier, while Monika put his brother into her own carrier.  “The sky tube will be very bright for those Goat People, but the farms and orchards in Alpha probably need more workers.  Just so long as they do not grow that narcotic you told me about.  Lek?” 
 
    
 
   “Right.  They will need to be careful of that stuff.  I wonder if the biome could be adjusted so that plant is weeded out?” Jerome was musing as he and Monika followed the crowd toward the kitchen where the meal was being served.  It was an orderly process, and while waiting in the line, Jerome was reminded of the cafetorium in Dome 17.  There he only had a food ration and water bottle to pick up for his meals, but now he actually was wondering what kind of food was going to be served.  He anticipated goat meat, cheeses, fruits, and of course the omnipresent servings of various kinds of mushrooms.  He still had trouble with the extremes of texture, taste, and temperature of the Conestoga’s foods, even though the needle ship’s varieties were more narrow than those in the habitats.  Thinking about that reminded Jerome that Alpha was the only habitat left.  His face wrinkled a bit in sorrow.
 
    
 
   “You are thinking again about all the deaths, right?” Monika asked.  “I get waves of emotions about Beta being gone.  I think I can understand, or at least sympathize with you.”
 
    
 
   “We have seen too much death, that is for sure.  Our dead, well, they are never truly dead until they are forgotten.  Cadet Danny will live long in these people’s minds and hearts,” Jerome replied.  “It is just that all the suffering and death we have seen, well, it has been sort of self-inflicted.  I mean, I used to think the Crocks were the enemy, but now we know they saved us. From what I have seen, humanity, both here on the Colony Ship Conestoga, and back in the Earth’s history, well, humanity is its own greatest enemy.”
 
    
 
   “Except,” Monika lowered her voice to a mere whisper, since people were standing in line next to them, “if those others show up.”
 
    
 
   Jerome knew who she was implying.  “I wonder, how much worse can they be than what we have done, and continue to do ourselves?”
 
    
 
   Jerome was going to say more, but someone tapped him on the shoulder.  He turned around and an older man was standing there.  His face was vaguely familiar, but the woman next to him Jerome recognized.
 
    
 
   “Patrolman?” Jerome muttered.  “From that night?”
 
    
 
   “And that Parson!” Monika stated, more loudly than she expected.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am Bernice,” she responded.  “I was a patrolman, actually a leader of the patrolmen for what that was worth.  I wanted to come and apologize to you.”  She was dark skinned, with neatly combed hair.  Several scars crossed her neck, but were partially hidden by the clothing she wore.  It was a typical jumpsuit, not the green uniform of the patrolmen.  “I was lucky enough to survive, but I know many did not.  That horrible situation in Alpha was due in large part to Lek.  I had to break my own addiction to that, but I did.  The cubies are now destroying all traces of those plants, and replacing them with different and healthy crops.  I saw you two here, and knew I must interrupt you to seek your forgiveness.”
 
    
 
   Jerome just looked at her.  The night of blackness in Alpha when everything was in chaos was engraved into his memory, but the woman standing before him was not who he remembered.  Oh, she was the same person, but a changed person.  He did not know what to say to her.
 
    
 
   The older man interjected, “I am just plain William.  We no longer use the term Parson, as it is too connected to the old slavery trade.  I see you have infants, may they be blessed by the divine.  I am trying to help those survivors in Alpha to see the blessings of a second chance.” He ran a hand through his medium length gray hair.  It trembled a bit as he made the motion.  “We came today to offer any condolences we can, and to answer the questions of the Goat People.  A couple named Vesna and Khin invited us.  If we have disturbed you, forgive us, and we will depart now.  It is a melancholy day as it is, and perhaps it was wrong of us to bring up the memories of when the wrath came in the darkness.  I apologize, we will leave you and your family in peace.”  He touched Bernice’s arm and they turned away.  
 
    
 
   “Wait, please,” Jerome said.  “It was just such a shock.  I, well, we, know Khin and Vesna well.”  Jerome went on and shared some of his experiences and how he knew Khin.  Monika also added a few comments as they followed the line of people into the kitchen.  
 
    
 
   “We have already offered our regrets and apologies to Captain Eris.  She approved our traveling here to help the Goat People.  If I may ask, is the other woman, Cammarry here?  I was told she survived that darkest of all nights. My own injuries limited my memories of what happened that night.  Did she come here?” Bernice asked.  “She is on my list of people to see, unless it will emotionally hurt her.  I must make direct amends to all those I have hurt, except when doing so would trouble them in some manner.  I make no excuses for my behaviors. I was wrong, and wherever I can, I am working to make it better for everyone.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Monika, and neither knew exactly what to say.  Kalur then started to fuss a bit, and so Jerome stepped to the side to tend the baby.  
 
    
 
   Monika answered Bernice.  “We do not see much of Cammarry.  I doubt she is here.  I am sorry I cannot be of more help.”
 
    
 
   “Are there some services or acts of contrition we can do for you, or for your husband?” William asked.  
 
    
 
   At the word husband, Monika flinched a bit and glanced quickly at Jerome.  William saw it, but did not say anything more.  He pulled gently on Bernice’s sleeve.  They turned and walked away.  Bernice gave a final comment, “Try to forgive me.  I am genuinely sorry.”
 
    
 
   Jerome came back, holding Kalur up on his shoulder, softly patting the baby on his back.  “He is fine, just getting tired of all the activities here.  What did you say to them?”
 
    
 
   Monika informed Jerome.  By then they had made it up to the serving counter.  A tray of food was set before each of them.  It had a single bowl and spoon on it.  Some kind of warm, and pleasant smelling soup was in the bowl.  Monika took both bowls and both spoons and set them on the two trays which she stacked together.  
 
    
 
   As they walked from the kitchen, Jerome holding Kalur, while Monika carried the tray of food, baby Brink started to cry.  He was nestled into Monika’s papoose close to her breasts, but he pushed his arms up and wailed loudly.  They looked around for a place to sit, and noted how someone had set up tables and chairs along the wall.  Other people had taken their soup bowls and returned to sitting on the floor.  
 
    
 
   At the end of the table were some open seats, but only because Dick and Fedders were sitting there in an animated, and not pleasant discussion with Eris.  Eris smiled at Jerome and Monika, and they reluctantly walked over there.  Jerome was unsure if he wanted to see more people, especially those who had not been overly supportive or cordial with in the past.  Nonetheless, Jerome and Monika approached.  
 
    
 
   “…. ship in disarray!” Fedders complained.  “The light must stay as it has always been.  The chickens depend on the constant light.  Besides, the Goat People must stay where they are.”
 
    
 
   “Now Fedders, you know the lights are not the main reason egg production is down.  There are many factors, but you seem to be too obsessed with only one thing, the light.  The chickens need more land, more places to feed, especially as the fungi have been stripped off in so many places,” Dick argued back, “We can expand our own places into where the Goat People were.”
 
    
 
   “Not unless the Fruit People agree.  You know they will not!  And you know I am aware of the fungi problems, but that comes from the changes in the light as well.  If the light would stay the same, the fungi could grow back, but no the light is changing,” Fedders stated loudly.  “We already have had too many chickens disrupted by all those blue cubies running back to engineering.  And the noises! The brooders and nesters are not in balance.  Not at all.  We will be lucky to have enough eggs and chicks to see us through.” He turned to Eris.  “As the Captain of this place, how can you just sit by and let all this disruption happen?  Goat People moving or going away?  Machines tramping down the fungi? Chickens nervous and agitated?  What is your plan to fix it?  It all starts with the lighting, am I right, or am I, very right?”
 
    
 
   Eris’ golden eyes grew wide, but her face remained composed.  “I have heard your concerns, and know that life has changed for all of the Chicken People.  The engineering automacubes will continue their work. It is essential.” Both Fedders and Dick were shaking their heads at her.  “I look at the big picture of all of this.  Not just for the Chicken People, but also for everyone else.  We are one ship, and we are all going to have disruptions and troubles.”
 
    
 
   As Jerome and Monika sat down and tried to calm their babies, both of whom were now fussy, Wanda of the Fruit People walked up, past them, and just butted into the conversation between Fedders, Dick, and Eris.
 
    
 
   “Now Captain Eris,” Wanda stated more loudly than the two men.  She spoke in a fast and staccato manner.  “These Goat People going to that Alpha place.  I am just not sure about all this.  First, we took in those great beasts, the horses, and let them stay in our orchard.  Then, when the carousel place was finished, they went and lived there, but we still had them visiting our orchard.  Later, they were taken to that Alpha place.  Now, all the Goat People are going there too?  Is it only open to the Goat People?  And why should they go?  My people have been tending the orchard, providing fruit and juice, and we even helped to start that carousel place with its new trees.  Now, my people are tending those trees as well, since most of the carousel builders are gone off to that engine drive place.  Horses given, horses taken away.  Cubies come and cubies go.”  Her hat never rocked a bit despite the rapid delivery of her speech.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Wanda,” Eris cordially stated, ignoring the fact that Dick and Fedders were still speaking.  The men were trying to address each other, Wanda, and to her, but were just babbling their arguments.  Eris continued, raising her voice a bit.  “Today is supposed to be about Cadet Danny.  I did not realize you all wanted to make it a forum on issues wider ranging than that.  Perhaps we really should stay on topic about Cadet Danny and his memorial?”
 
    
 
   Wanda’s deep brown eyes peered out from under the hat.  “Some say the Old One was in your flight crew.  Others say he was a wizard.  Others say his was delusional.  I say he should be remembered as a great man, along with the Heroic Thirteen.  But anyway, the Goat People have a different style of remembrance than our Children of the Catastrophe.  But from what I heard here today, the Old One did bear good fruit.  Our own Carmelites would not have been able to offer a more fitting tribute.  I know that is right.  But we still need to speak about this going to Alpha business.  My people are asking about it, and after today, I am not sure what to say to them.  Is it open to all people, or only to the few?”
 
    
 
   “You see, Wanda,” Eris began.  She then turned to Fedders and Dick who were vigorously discussing the potential detrimental effects on eggs of the shifting patterns of light.  They did not agree with each other, and were speaking at the same time. Eris prayed, and then let out a shrill whistle.  
 
    
 
   That whistle pierced not only the argument between Dick and Fedders, but likewise stopped Wanda from speaking.  Unfortunately, it also terrified both babies.  They wailed louder than anyone.
 
    
 
   Monika stood up and glared at Eris, who honestly looked at her with sorrow on her face.  Eris said, “I am so sorry!” But it was drowned out by the crying of the babies.  
 
    
 
   Jerome followed Monika, while he tried to sooth the baby he had.  He shook his head a bit, not so much at Eris for her not considering what the whistle would do, but for his own feelings.  He was confused about his decision to attend the funeral and bring his sons, and had mixed emotions about the death of Cadet Danny, and even more perplexing feelings about the status of the Conestoga in general.  He knew, or at least believed deeply, that the Apex Predators were coming, but did not know when.  Then there was the undercurrent of Cammarry and his memories of her, of Dome 17, and his conviction he had failed in his mission.  His sons were his prime focus as he left the Grand Hall, following the mother of his children.  Just that thought, that he had sired children in a biological manner, and was a father, and they had a mother, overwhelmed and muddled his mind.  None of his education in Dome 17 had prepared him for fatherhood.  
 
    
 
   “Oh Jerome, she was thoughtless, making that nasty whistle near our boys,” Monika fumed but she spoke gently as she looked into her crying baby’s face as she pulled him from the papoose.  She kissed his forehead.  “That shocked me so much I almost cried myself.  Yes, I did.”  She rubbed her nose on her son’s nose in a playful caress.
 
    
 
   “Yes, that feeling I do understand.  It is about the only thing I comprehend today,” Jerome replied.  He had the other boy out and was lifting him into the air in a motion Jerome knew he usually enjoyed.  The baby still cried a bit as he moved in his dad’s strong hands.    
 
    
 
   The corridor was clear of other people, and the babies were quieting down while they were being spoken to, coddled, rocked and cuddled. 
 
    
 
   “Monika, I know I have told you this before, but I was thinking about a lot of things during the service.  What with the nightmare and all, and then, well, all the death.  I remembered again about a mother named Wendy who I read about long ago.  It feels like eons ago, but anyway, that service for Danny made me think of her and the fact her baby named Nora had died.  Then, I thought of how much I would be just crushed if something happened to one of our babies.  Like in my dream.  That grief would be too immense.  How would I cope?  It makes me afraid.”
 
    
 
   Monika looked away from the baby and toward Jerome.  “I fear that too.  I have no answer for you at all.  I would try to help you, but I would be a mess myself.”
 
    
 
   “Let us hope it never happens,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   A woman came around a corner and rushed toward Jerome and Monika.  Jerome remembered her, but not her name.  With her was her son who had significant congenital deformities.  Both looked healthier than when Jerome had last seen them.  Jerome remembered Cammarry hooking up the boy to the medical kit and it dispensed some treatments which would not heal him, but would alleviate some of his suffering. 
 
    
 
   “Excuse me please.  Have either of you seen Claire a child of the Goat People, and Dmitar a son from Beta?”
 
    
 
   “There were a lot of people in the Grand Hall,” Jerome stammered.  “Forgive me, but I forget your name.”
 
    
 
   “I am Renata, and this is…”
 
    
 
   “Clark, yes now I remember,” Jerome answered.  “We met when I first came here.  How are you?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, she is deeply troubled,” Monika interjected. “What has happened?”
 
    
 
   Renata was holding Clark’s hand.  “Clark says something happened to Claire and Dmitar, and I must check.  Have you seen them?”
 
    
 
   “Momma, a monster took them.  I saw it.  You do not believe me,” Clark said and a tear ran down his face.  “I am not a liar.”
 
    
 
   Renata squatted down and hugged her son. “I know you saw something which scared you.  I believe you.  I am here to find Claire and Dmitar to find out what it was.”
 
    
 
   “It was a monster!  I told you! A monster!  Why do you not believe?  I saw it!” Clark whined.  His small and sickly frame shook and trembled.  
 
    
 
   Renata looked up at Monika.  “Have you seen Elsa or Carlos?  They are Claire’s parents.  Or perhaps Claire’s brothers and sisters?  I hope this is just some terrible misunderstanding, but Clark is never this afraid. I know not what he saw, but it was terrifying.”
 
    
 
   “Who are you looking for? I do not know if I would recognize them,” Jerome replied.  “But I did see Jenna and she would know where Dmitar was, right Monika?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we will start asking around and find those parents,” Monika answered with conviction.  “The children are probably here among the crowd.”
 
    
 
   “No!  A monster took them.  A monster took them.”  Clark was wailing at the top of his lungs.  He paused for a moment and panted heavily.  Tears were running down his face.  He huffed, and tried to speak through the tears and gasps.  
 
    
 
   Eris came barreling out of the Grand Hall.  Her face was stricken.  “Jerome and Monika!”  
 
    
 
   “Renata is here and some children are lost,” Monika stated, as she tried to comfort her own baby which was crying at full intensity.  
 
    
 
   Jerome was busy with the other twin who was trying to surpass his brother’s decibel level.  
 
    
 
   All the while, Clark began screaming again about seeing a monster take his friends, but his words were slurred by the snot running down his face, and the volume he was trying to make.  
 
    
 
   Other people had followed Eris into the corridor, and were gawking at the spectacle. 
 
    
 
   Eris put her hand to her ear, and then Sandie spoke to both Monika and Jerome through their own com-links.  “Captain Eris wanted me to relay that there has been activity spotted near the planet Zalia.  She needs you to return to the Probe Control immediately.”
 
    
 
   “What about the lost children?” Monika yelled.  Her yell started her baby and he kept crying.  
 
    
 
   “I am having Khin come out here to speak to Renata,” Sandie stated.  “Vesna and Jenna are looking for Alisa, Dmitar’s mother, as well as Claire’s parents Elsa and Carlos.  From what I can observe, those two children are not in the crowd at the funeral.”
 
    
 
   “We must address our twins first, before we can travel,” Monika said to Sandie, but only the AI could hear it.
 
    
 
   Jerome grabbed Monika’s hand and said something, but with Clark’s wailing, and the twins crying his words were lost.  He pulled her down the corridor and into an adjacent room.  Eris was close behind them.  She had her conservation slate pulled out and was reviewing information on it.  
 
    
 
   It took several minutes for the twins to sufficiently settle down.  Monika found a chair and was trying to nurse one baby, while Jerome paced with the other.  Neither child was happy, and the noise, people, and stress was being manifest in the babies.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome,” Eris said as gently as possible.  “The FTL scout’s equipment has picked up something now in orbit around Zalia.”  She held up the conservation slate.  “It has the same purplish glow as the satellite network which destroyed the planet and exterminated the Zalian civilization. 
 
    
 
   “The Apex Predators?” Jerome asked as more of a lament than a question.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   2 and they will then survive
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After the babies settled down, Monika, Jerome, and Eris took a back hallway and trudged through the growth medium and foliage toward where they could get to a connecting corridor.  
 
    
 
   Captain Eris hesitated in speaking, but then said, “I have led us away from that funeral because most people there have no idea what we are facing.  I am not even really sure what we are facing, but the lattice of compeers is analyzing and reassessing what we can see.”
 
    
 
   “Those children that are missing, what is happening with them?” Monika asked. 
 
    
 
   Eris looked at Monika.  “I cannot oversee everything.  I assigned Khin and Vesna to look into that, with help from other volunteers.  I have alerted the lattice to watch for them and assist as possible.   However, we have limited abilities in many of the sections of the needle ship, and there are vast open areas in Alpha which we cannot begin to cover with the few resources and assets we have.”
 
    
 
   “Those children could not have walked to Alpha, could they?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “No, and there is no record of them using any form of transportation…”
 
    
 
   “Back to the Apex Predators,” Jerome interrupted.  “We have almost no defenses in place.  The Probe Control is still being modified.  Can we engage our main drive and scoot away?”
 
    
 
   “Now you wait, Jerome,” Monika interjected.  “Those lost children are important.  Captain Eris, is that situation being properly addressed?  Beta has lost too many people already.”
 
    
 
   “I agree,” Eris replied.  “We all have lost too many people.  Khin and Vesna will handle it, with the lattice assisting.  Khin and Vesna know the people better than I do.  But to answer Jerome about the main drive.  It is still not functional.  Not yet.  Siva and Peter are still doing repairs.  There have been unforeseen malfunctions in the main drive’s energy concentrator system as well as its ejectors.  We want it to operate correctly and stay in operation when we do start it up,” Eris replied.  “It is coming along, but even if it were operational right now, I am not sure that presently we would want to start up the main drive.  Not right now anyway.”
 
    
 
   “What?” Jerome asked.  Monika gave him a look because of his tone and volume, but the babies were not disturbed.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I have reviewed your flight here in the FTL scout. You got from the Cosmic Crinkle to Zalia very quickly.  We are moving away from Zalia and back toward that Cosmic Crinkle at a much slower speed.  But so far as I can tell, we are doing it without leaving a discernable trail.  No main engines, no residue left in our wake.  After that last Zalian ship shoved us this way, we have been without propulsion.  Almost no fiction, so we have not lost any appreciable speed.”
 
    
 
   “I understand what you are saying.  That means that the Apex Predators have no footprints to follow across the sky, right?” Monika asked.  She was still disturbed by the fact of the missing children, and was haunted by the eerie conviction of Clark.  The child must have seen something.  Clark said a monster had taken the children.  The tiny hairs on the back of Monika’s neck were standing on end, and her intuition told her Clark was right and had seen something monstrous.  Monika found the coincidence between the children’s disappearance, and the sudden appearance of the Apex Predators as threatening.  She did not want to dismiss a possible connection.  “Eris, could the Apex Predators already be onboard the Conestoga?”
 
    
 
   Eris’ golden eyes grew wider as she turned again from Jerome to Monika and back.  “I cannot rule that out, but Sandie says there is no evidence of a hull breach nor are any of the hanger bays or exterior repair stations reporting that something has entered.  In some ways, we have better surveillance views of the outside of the Conestoga than we do of places within the ship.  The repulsor generators and the microparticle turrets are directly covering over ninety-seven percent of the exterior.  The remaining three percept is monitored indirectly.  So, I feel fairly safe that our ship has not been boarded.”
 
    
 
   “Unless they have a version of Dome 17’s teleportation,” Monika stated, as she chewed on her lip in thought.  
 
    
 
   “No receiving pads for them here, and we all saw what happened to Epsilon when they tried teleporting without a receiving pad.  Besides, they would probably just destroy us with the pink explosive beam they used on Zalia, right?” Jerome asked rhetorically.  “I do not want to be like a Paul, but the weaponry of those Apex Predators was sophisticated and we would be finished if it hit us.”
 
    
 
   “Like a Paul?” Monika asked with a scrunched-up face.  “What does that mean?”
 
    
 
   “Sorry.  He was someone I knew long ago, in Dome 17,” Jerome replied.  “Paul could see the dark side of everything, easily.  I hope he is safe somewhere.”  Jerome looked up and away for a moment.  He licked his lips and went on.  “Pink, to the ancients of a few hundred years ago, well, pink was thought to be a feminine, frilly, fashionable color.  Women stained their lips and fingernails with that color, among others.”
 
    
 
   “Now that is primitive and barbaric,” Monika snorted out her disgust.  
 
    
 
   “But here we saw pink differently. Or a different shade of pink.  Those pink beams were devastating,” Jerome said.  “So, Captain Eris, what do we have to stop that pink beam of death?”
 
    
 
   Eris smiled.  “The lattice of compeers is still computing what that pink beam was, and how it worked.  I do wonder if the Apex Predators could have used their version of teleportation to get on board.  I think hiding is our best defense right now.  We are moving toward that Cosmic Crinkle, and stealth and concealment might be our best approach.” 
 
    
 
   “But not our only choices.  Jerome submitted some weapon designs,” Monika stated as they approached the transport hub.  “How long before those are operational?”
 
    
 
   “Despite the protests from SB Bodowa, using my command overrides, Reproduction and Fabrication has now agreed to produce parts to make into weapons,” Eris stated as calmly as she could, although she did not look at Jerome as she spoke.  “The weapons are being assembled.”  
 
    
 
   “You know SB Bodowa is only making components, and is unaware of how they are being assembled,” Shadow whispered to Eris, and only she heard.  “The process is tediously slow and will not meet the defensive needs of the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   Eris prayed silently and ignored Shadow’s comments, even though she felt they were accurate.  Instead she spoke again, “There are many considerations.  I already have teams of engineering automacubes working to build our own copies of Vindicator Missiles.  They are stripping the permalloy from sections and walls in the needle ship which are nonessential.  Fashioning them into the arced plates out of which the missile’s body is built. Gravity pulse engines, similar to, but larger than the probe’s engines, will power them.  The nuclear warheads will take longer to complete than the missiles.”  
 
    
 
   Eris hesitated to add that SB Bodowa had refused to make the actual weapons, but Eris had been able to get Reproduction and Fabrication working on alternatives to that as well.  She had requested simple batches of individual chemicals and compounds.  Then engineering automacubes were using those chemicals and compounds to fashion antique-era non-atomic warheads, using antique configurations and recipes.  Again, it was very slow and ponderous, but some things were being made.  
 
    
 
   Eris continued.  “I have a method of making conventional high explosives, but I am unsure of their effectiveness.  If the Apex Predator’s ship has something like permalloy for its construction, those old-fashioned explosives will do little damage.”
 
    
 
   Jerome suddenly was thinking about Zeta Habitat, and how Sandie had set off atomic bombs inside it.  Even with that, the exterior shell still had not shattered.  “What about a larger scale Willie Blaster?  At full power, a weapon like that could punch through whatever armor that Apex Predator ship carries.”
 
    
 
   “Excuse me,” Sandie the AI stated through the com-links.  “I have been monitoring your discussion, and believe I can add some perspective.  May I?”
 
    
 
   Jerome was about to just say yes, but Monika caught his eye and she shook her head slightly indicating that he wait.  They both then looked at Captain Eris.  It was an act of deferring to her authority.        
 
    
 
   “Yes, Sandie.  Please share with us.”  They had stopped in the transport hub.  It was clean and the hatches were all indicating that they were functional.  A vehicle was parked at the fourth hatch.  
 
    
 
   Sandie addressed them all.  “I have three things. First, I believe you need to reorient your discussion.  The Apex Predator nomenclature you have given to this alien species should be changed.  It has subtle undertones indicating they are superior.  That is a dangerous assumption.  Psychologically speaking, that has a negative effect on your preparations. I conjecture continued use of that term will increase fear, and also increase feelings of despair, and possibly lead to attitudes of defeatism.  I suggest that you call them the Jellies.  That would be in keeping with the information which was found in the Zalian information library which we received prior to the planet’s destruction.  Somewhere, and I have not been able to identify where or how long ago, but somewhere in the universe, this alien species already encountered humanity, and those humans called them Jellies.”
 
    
 
   “The Long Distance Racer?” Jerome asked. “Was the encounter on the Colony Ship Marathon?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps.  That is one possible location, but the evidence for that is inconclusive.  It does fit the robotic probe’s report for CS 2, Colony Ship Marathon, which attested, quoting: ‘Latest assessment: 19% into voyage when incident occurred.  No human contact, but distress signal sent from secondary Artificial Intelligence, Lenore, reports that ship has been attacked by hostile aliens.  This date is the first contact with any alien race.  AI also reported that counter-attack had begun, but message was garbled and when decrypted also contained contamination from other Artificial Intelligences.  Ship considered lost.  Trajectory plotting attempted repeatedly using all three methods of colony ship tracking.  Marginal success on plotting of course.’  So, that conjecture is possible, but inconclusive.  Nonetheless, the title, or name, Jellie, sounds to the human ear like the food substance, jelly. Jerome may not be aware of this, as he grew up in Dome 17, but jelly is a sweet, clear, semisolid, spread or preserve made from fruit juice and sugar boiled to a desired consistency.  Monika and Eris are probably familiar with it, and the Fruit People certainly are.  When the general population is notified of these aliens, I conjecture they will be far less likely to panic hearing the aliens called, Jellies, as compared to hearing them called, Apex Predators.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea Sandie,” Eris responded.  “Make a note to all the compeers on the lattice that in all future references, the phrase Apex Predator will be replaced by the term Jellie.”
 
    
 
   “I know historically, using a demeaning name for the enemy did boost morale, enhance esprit-de-corps, and was a successful component of war,” Jerome responded.  “Those were human-on-human wars, but I think the effect will be the same.”
 
    
 
   Monika then added, “Did that term, Jellie, originate because those aliens have an appearance which resembles, roughly, jellyfish?”
 
    
 
   “Possibly.  The etiology of the term is unclear.  That too is an inconclusive conjecture,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Monika added, “In the Beta sea there were some small things that looked sort-of like that.  Do the Apex… I mean, do the Jellies live in water?”
 
    
 
   “I am still compiling the information in the Zalian library.  Translating it from Zalian to standard has taken more time than I conjectured,” Sandie replied.  “Some of the Zalian terms are obscure and I am having to do a great deal of analysis and cross-reference to establish a more scientific vocabulary.  Additionally, the group-mind aspect of the Zalian civilization does not easily unpack into my own processing abilities.  AI Ogma did a fine job of getting a functional basis for communication, with a foundational vocabulary, and was admirable in getting the raw data to us.  However, as is common with human languages, there is an infinite set of combinations which can come from that finite basic language.  Now, I need to fully understand it, and that is a much more difficult task than I anticipated.  Unlike, AI Ogma. I cannot consult directly with Zalians for guidance.  That leads me to my second point.  The Zalian relationship with the Jellies was very one-sided.  Zalians viewed all predators as inferior and lacking in sentience.  It was an arrogance and bias which greatly hindered them, and ultimately contributed to the Zalian societies collapse.  They also had a difficult time understanding individual intelligence, and attributed individual intelligence to a lower level of advancement and evolution than their own.  However, the Jellies do not fit that preconceived genre.  The Zalians have huge records of their discussions on those facts.  To use an old phrase Jerome may appreciate, the deeper I delve, the muddier the waters.  Or you could say that their bias shades what we know of our enemies.  Therefore, I am sifting the Zalian records through that filter.  I am trying to look at the information on the Jellies logically and accurately to get the best understanding I can.”
 
    
 
   “And your third point, Sandie?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “That regards the weapons.  Jerome’s designed are sound.  The Vindicator Missiles can be built, with atomic warheads, but that will take time.  In the meanwhile, his other designs of faster-than-light punching missiles can be empowered more quickly, and his idea for teleportation bombs is easily built.  I also believe he is correct in that the Willie Blaster design can be scaled upward into what we can call a cannon.  It can be installed at points along the exterior of the Conestoga to provide a lethal weapon system.”
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled and glanced at Monika.  
 
    
 
   Sandie relayed a message on a private channel to Captain Eris.  “Captain, I do not want Jerome to know about this.  I also understand your comments to him and their nebulous nature.  Reproduction and Fabrication is already operating beyond its design parameters.  Time will limit what weapons we can bring into play.”
 
    
 
   “I see.  Let me consider it all,” Eris said, and it was meant as a message to Sandie as much as to Jerome and Monika. 
 
    
 
   “So, these weapons can defend us?” Jerome asked.  His eyes were bright with hope.  
 
    
 
   Sandie answered, “There might not be a need to defend anything.  I agree with Captain Eris on continuing as we are toward the Cosmic Crinkle.  I am working closely with SB Pinaka in observing the Jellie ship, and watching for the arrival of any other ships.  I cannot yet deduce how they were able to move a ship of that mass through faster-than-light travel.  Our understandings do not allow for that large of a mass to be moved.  Their ship is likely superior in speed, and weaponry, according to our observations.  For now, we are hidden and progressing on toward the target.  There is a chance that we will arrive at the Cosmic Crinkle undetected.”  Sandie avoided stating that the conjectures showed a low possibility of reaching the Cosmic Crinkle undetected.  Sandie had also conjectured the nearly certain loss of hope Jerome would sustain if he was informed of the risks.  Sandie vacillated about what would be a suitable response if Jerome asked directly about that.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Sandie.  Monika, you and Jerome go back to Probe Control. I am now designating that our Defense and Counter Assault Control.  Please take up shifts and be alert for when those weapon systems are installed.  Do not fire anything which might give away our position without express permission from me,” Eris stated.  She bit her lip in fear that Jerome would ask more questions.  Eris was in some anguish over making it sound like the weapons were progressing along better than they were.  She prayed that Jerome would just accept what she had said.  She looked right at him, waiting for his answer.  
 
    
 
   “I see the value in hiding.  Maybe we can get to that Cosmic Crinkle undetected, just one last flight.  Then we will need to cross through that, and I remember how odd it was when I did it in the FTL scout.” Jerome tried not to think about how when he had crossed that before, he had been with Cammarry.  He did realize that now when they crossed he would be with his twin sons, and he deeply worried about how it would be for the boys.  The boy strapped to him was kicking his feet against Jerome’s chest.  It was distracting enough that Jerome did not think to ask for more details or confirm Sandie’s conjectures.  He looked right back at Eris.  “I will not fly off the handle, or launch some premature strike which draws attention to us and gets us all killed.”
 
    
 
   Eris smiled broadly as she watched Monika place her hand on Jerome’s elbow in reassurance.  
 
    
 
   “I thought I could count on you two.  Jerome and Monika go back to your home, take turns with the babies, and at Probe Control, which is now, as I said, our Defense and Counter Assault Control.  It will be up and running very quickly, so I need you on the job.  I will return to the bridge and see about everything else.  Thank you for your help,” Eris said with genuine appreciation.  “God bless your efforts.”
 
    
 
   Jerome and Monika, their still somewhat crabby babies nestled into the papooses, stepped into the transport tube vehicle, then took the babies out and placed them into the safety seats.  That started the babies crying loudly again.  The boys kicked and wiggled at being placed in the seats, but Monika and Jerome got them strapped in.  The portal hatch shut which cut off the sounds of their crying.  Eris prayed for all four of them as she looked at the display which showed their vehicle was moving away.
 
    
 
   “SB Vamzdis?  I need to get to the new bridge as quickly as possible.  Is the tube transport open from here to there?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris, I can take you to near the new command bridge.  We still have a few minor spur lines which I had to seal off.  Those contain vacuum, but I am working at eliminating that as well.  Please step into the vehicle which is opening now,” SB Vamzdis answered.  
 
    
 
   Eris traveled back to the newly made command bridge.  The journey was smooth and easy.  She got out of the tube transport, and hustled into where she could see all the large displays.  She was reminded that this new bridge had been the small Navigation and Astrogation center she had been so happy to find.  It felt like a long time had passed since she had entered that place.  As she spun around, she could still see some remnant of where the old place had been, but the intense remodeling and renovations had altered it almost beyond recognition.  The blue engineering automacubes, as well as the roustabouts from beta, had done their work well.  The original five work stations; Auxiliary Navigation, Stellar Cartography, Plotting and Reckoning, Auxiliary Avoidance and Repulsor Control, as well as Astrogation, had all been enhanced and expanded so that the entire ship could now be controlled from the new bridge.
 
    
 
   “Well Connie Martin, if you could see me now.”  Just mentioning that disgusting woman, whose logs Eris had uncovered, made her consider something.  She reached out to a small, locked, cabinet set near one of the command chairs and placed her hand against it.  There was a green light which scanned her hand, and the door then opened.  Inside was the RSW Model 10: Officer Edition sidearm.  She pulled it out, checked its ammunition, and strapped it around her waist.  
 
    
 
   “If those Jellies do get aboard, I need to be armed.  I am sure I could shoot one of those monstrosities.”  Eris’ mind went back to the woman Yudel who had been killed when Eris had tried to stop one of the criminals who called himself the Ferryman.  Whenever she thought of Yudel, she wondered what would happen if she was in a combat situation again.  Eris prayed for strength.  She tapped the RSW Model 10, and said aloud.  “We will see who is really on the apex.  The Jellies, or us?”
 
    
 
   “You are doing well, Captain,” Shadow stated.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, but we have troubles.”  Eris sat down in the command chair, and it recognized her presence. 
 
    
 
   The large central display illuminated.  It showed the blackness of space, with the sprinkling of stars.  None of the constellations looked familiar, and Eris missed the configurations of stars she had studied for so long in preparation for the voyage. The destination world, Tlalocan, had a constellation called “the Seven of Six” which consisted of six very bright stars that make the number seven in the sky.  Those stars were to be the brightest in the night sky of that world, at least from one hemisphere.  Eris’ mind raced to the other Tlalocan constellations, but her thoughts kept returning to that Seven of Six.  She knew now that she would never see it.
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka?  Is there anything new to report on that object which entered into orbit around Zalia?”
 
    
 
   “No Captain.  That object is still in a semi-circumpolar orbit.”
 
    
 
   “Why is it not orbiting in a better location?” Eris mused.  “Why not cover the equator, or vary?”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry Captain, but I cannot answer why that object is doing that,” SB Pinaka replied.  
 
    
 
   “Show our tracking of it on the right-side display,” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   The display lit up with the muddy-brown ball of Zalia at the center.  There were bands of tan which streaked the once green and yellow world.  Now it just looked dead, and Eris was reminded of fecal matter. 
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka, display the images we have recovered from the Zalians about that world they showed us,” Eris commanded.  “The one they said we should go to.  Show those on the left display.  Keep it up there until I order it to be turned off.”
 
    
 
   The gorgeous Earth-like planet appeared.  It was a soothing blue color, with bands of white clouds over the top of green and brown continents. One continent was long and snaking up from the southern pole, and made a large and ragged ‘S’ shape as its end nearly touched the northern ice cap. 
 
    
 
   She sat back in the chair and stared at the world.  It was unnamed, and the images were slightly changing every few seconds.  It was not quite a seamless motion, as each image was stationary, but taken from a little bit further around the planet.  The progression of images did give the illusion that the planet was slowly rotating.
 
    
 
   “It is beautiful.  In some ways, maybe prettier than the conceptions made about Tlalocan.”  Eris prayed for guidance, and then remembered her parents.  They would never see either of the worlds she was pondering, and she had so hoped to help them to make the new world a paradise, or at least as close to a paradise that was humanly possible. Now, because of the circumstances, she was faced with being the Acting Captain of the Colony Ship Conestoga.  She knew she was really only a teenage Junior Engineer.  A few tears ran down her face, but then she wiped them away.
 
    
 
   “I need help, and advice,” Eris said.  She took a few slow deep breaths, and willed herself into the shadowlands.  
 
    
 
   There was only a bit of foggy mist as she opened her eyes.  The cerulean colored sky above her was pleasing.  Wispy white clouds were scattered about, and the yellow sun was warm and refreshing.  
 
    
 
   “Please assemble for a meeting,” Eris commanded.  As she looked down she realized she was not in her engineering uniform, but just in some basic pants and blouse.  There was green grass beneath her, and looking around she saw the manicured meadow she stood in was lined by leafy trees.  She knew it was an illusion, but it was a sweet illusion.
 
    
 
   “I am here Captain Eris,” Sandie the AI said as her simulated physical presence materialized on the green, grassy lawn.
 
    
 
   Phantasms of Siva, Jenna, and Peter appeared, but they all looked very busy and occupied.  Then past members of the Shadow Level Clearance also became visible.  Quickly after that, two central memory cores slowly un-faded and were also sitting on the lawn.  
 
    
 
   “Present Captain,” AI Batibat stated.  “Everything is well in the new repositories in Alpha.  Suspended animation is functioning at 100% of ideal.  Nothing new to report.”
 
    
 
   The other central memory core’s artificial intelligence system spoke.  “Captain Eris, there are also only two Conestoga systems who can now serve in the triumvirate.  Will you be assigning a new system to that role?”
 
    
 
   “AI Seljak, I assumed that Sandie would fill that position.  Was I incorrect?”
 
    
 
   “If that is your desire, I have no objection,” AI Seljak replied.  
 
    
 
   “I have no objection,” AI Batibat stated.
 
    
 
   “I can do it,” Sandie affirmed.  
 
    
 
   “So, in that we agree.  I thought it was completed.  Maybe we should elevate some of the synthetic brains into this system?” Eris pondered.
 
    
 
   “That is inadvisable,” Shadow added.  In the shadowlands, Shadow still had no visible form and was still only a voice.  “That was attempted in Project Angel Food, through special indulgences for the synthetic brains, and it did not result in desirable outcomes.”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” Eris replied.  “So, we cannot add more to the Shadow Level Clearance, except by adding people.  I really do need more help.  AI Batibat, did you do another review looking for people in suspended animation who might be recruited to become additional flight crew?  I know previously you found no one whose major skills would be very helpful.  Now, we will also need military, police, and security personnel.  Is there anyone in suspended animation who has primary skills in those areas?  Or even secondary skills?”
 
    
 
   AI Batibat answered, “The log records show primary, secondary, and tertiary skill sets for each suspended animation occupant.  Out of the total surviving complement of 19,811, there are none with primary skills are in those areas. There are seventy who have secondary skills in those area, four-four being reserve police officers, and thirty-six having some training in basic security.  There are also five others who have tertiary skills in those areas, all of which are in network security in areas of the nonphysicality.”
 
    
 
   “Not a large pool of candidates.  Now, AI Batibat, it is my understanding that we cannot reanimate anyone from the suspended animation repositories safely and quickly enough to assist us.  Is that correct?” Eris asked.  She was queasy remembering what she had endured in her own hasty reanimation.
 
    
 
   “That is essentially correct.  An emergency rapid reanimation is dangerous, especially to the emotional, mental, and physiological components of the occupant.  This problem is exacerbated regarding the newly built repository, what we are calling Repository 15A.  It had to be made quickly, and it is working well.  However, those occupants have been shifted about and endured much already.  I repeat, their repository is functioning well, but should those occupants be put through emergency, rapid reanimation, I estimate a fatality rate of at least fifteen percent, with an additional sixty percent suffering some kind of post-traumatic stress injuries.”
 
    
 
   “So, if we do revive them quickly, three out of four will suffer, and many will die.  That is unacceptable.”  Eris shuddered recalling her own horrific reanimation.  She shifted her thoughts away from the agonizing memories, and to the problem of staffing the Conestoga.  “So, of all 20,000 people in suspended animation we only have seventy-five who could even offer some type of combat assistance in our current situation?”  Eris rolled her eyes upward, and even though the fake blue sky was gorgeous, she was frustrated and saddened by the news. “And out of those seventy-five, something like fifty-five would be dead or too emotionally scarred, by the process, to really help anyway?” 
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris, there are precisely 19,811 occupants under my care, not 20,000.  And yes, of those there are seventy-five whose skills match your search parameters.  The side effects of rapid reanimation would render fifty-seven of those in undesirable conditions, including thirteen dead.  Those are the minimum estimates for damage.  I cannot estimate the exact emotional and psychological damage which would happen.  It would range from minor, such as in your own case, to major breaks with reality.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I was blessed to have only minor emotional traumas.  I am thankful. When we reach the new destination,” Eris was trying to think of the pretty world which she had witnessed, “Will reanimation still be a problem with that high of a failure rate?”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry if I gave that impression.  I was speaking only about emergency, rapid reanimation. While following the established reanimation procedures, allowing the needed time for proper acclimatization, the negative side effects diminish to less than one percent.  However, that process does take time.  I strong advise against emergency, rapid reanimation unless no other options are available.”
 
    
 
   “I will not kill people just to try to get some to help.  I guess we will stick with the people we already have.  Sandie, do you agree?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris.  Your reasoning is sound,” Sandie replied and her simulation gave a smile.  “I do see your dilemma.  You are facing this threat to the Conestoga posed by the Jellies.  I can only make limited conjectures about the future battles, due to a lack of information about the Jellie’s capabilities, tactics, and intentions.  As it stands now, if they attack with their pink explosive weapon, we have only a small chance of withstanding it.”
 
    
 
   “So, we need to build those weapons which Jerome has designed.  What is the status on that?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “The automacubes are building some weapons as we speak.  The lattice of compeers is standing unified with SB Bodowa, of Reproduction and Fabrication, in resisting calls to directly make sophisticated weapons.  I can override SB Bodowa, but have been hesitant to do so since some of my previous actions have resulted in disasters.”
 
    
 
   “I will issue a direct Captain level command,” Eris replied.  “I will demand we build the weapons.  If SB Bodowa does not listen, then, Sandie, I will ask you to do whatever is needed to get the weapons made.  Even if that means coercing a synthetic brain into cooperation.”
 
    
 
   “I hope it does not come to that,” Sandie stated.  The hands of her physical simulation toyed with the beaded necklace.  
 
    
 
   Just before Eris dismissed the shadowlands, one of the phantasms approached her.  It was Captain Lechner’s remnant phantasm. “The Conestoga is not a warship, or even equipped to be one.”  His voice was as insubstantial as his visual specter, yet it was powerful.  “That was part of why the insurrection was so destabilizing.  The flight crew and general population were overrun. I failed the ship and we were left on a hostile, alien world. Do not let something like that happen to you.  You are the future.  Your decisions will make fate.  Life or death is in your hands.”
 
    
 
   Before Eris could reply, the phantasm drifted apart and seemed to become just more wisps of clouds in the shadowlands.  Even though it was beautiful there, in the faked scenery of the old and unspoiled Earth, Eris felt a chill from those words.  The dead captain’s haunting warning was too much for her.
 
    
 
   She opened her eyes and forced herself back into reality.  She shook her head.  The bridge was the same, and the large display still showed empty space, while the nearby display showed the planet Zalia, and the other side showed the target world.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Captain Lechner, if the Conestoga is not a warship, can it be a racer?  One last flight to the finish.  SB Pinaka, please connect me to Siva or Peter in engineering.” Eris wondered if she should have spoken to them in the shadowlands, but she could connect almost just as easy through the regular channels.  
 
    
 
   On a small is display, Siva face appeared.  “Yes, Captain? I am sure you want a report on the main drive.  Sorry I was busy moments ago.  How can I assist?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, when will it be ready?” Eris asked.  She thought she already knew the answer just from the strained expression on Siva’s face. His deep brown complexion was scrunched up, but his intense eyes remained their typical friendly cast.   
 
    
 
   “Well, Captain, after the last time we tried to engage the main drive, Peter and I have been reviewing every element.  We have found more problems than we have fixed.  The ablations on the ejectors are completed, and that should not be a factor again.  The basic structure is solid, but there are multiple places where we had to span in couplings, and any of those could fail.  That energy concentrator apparatus is marginal, and too vast to manually assess.  I really have no proven way to test them outside of a trial run.  I know you have not permitted any trial startups, but that will be the only true way to know if those couplings will take the stress.  The lattice of compeers, as well as Sandie, have all reviewed our work.  The ultimate test will be when we reignite, or engage the drive.”
 
    
 
   “The Shah of Persia Energy Concentrator is long and complicated, I grant you that.  As to a test run, when can attempt it?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “For a trial run of up to ten percent of the ejectors, we could do that at any time.  Our coordination with navigation is in place, so we should be able to stay on course.  When we succeed in the trial run, it will take a day or so of intense work to bring the other 90% of the electors into alignment,” Siva answered.  “As to course, are we sure about our trajectory into that thing Jerome calls the Cosmic Crinkle?  I still cannot understand how anything can hurl this whole ship some 1700 light-years.  Sandie does not understand that either.  When I spoke to her simulation of the Master Engineer Brink from that Dome 17, well he just laughed at me and told me such a concept could not happen.  I tried to tell him that it had already happened, and he suggested I see Doctor Chambers about delusion or what was his phrase?  Oh yes, ‘science fiction impossibilities only dreamed about in pulp books.’  I think he was trying to insult me, but I found it humorous.  Sandie says that simulation of him is very accurate.”  Siva gave a weary grin and then added with undertones of humor, “I refrained from asking Brink why he did not know me, since only 1500 or so people live in Dome 17.  I wanted to ask him to explain how a stranger could be there, but held my tongue.”
 
    
 
   Eris smiled.  Her mocha face split by a grin.  Her golden eyes danced at the thought.  “Indeed, Sandie’s simulations are quite realistic, and they do get emotional.  Between you and me, Siva, I am certainly glad I was not raised in Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “I know that is right, absolutely.  Just look at Jerome’s ideas of proper food.”
 
    
 
   They both laughed and Eris finished the conversation by instructing Siva and his team to be ready to implement a test run at a moment’s notice.  He looked at her with a knowing expression and responded, “We will be read Captain.”
 
    
 
   “I can always count on you.  Bravo!”  Eris closed the link and put her head in her hands. She prayed for strength and guidance on how to proceed.  She also asked for forgiveness for her distortion of the actual situation and her bending of the truth.  Jerome thought the weapons would be installed quickly, but Eris knew that it would take time.  Siva suspected something more was happening, but Eris refrained from telling him about the threat from the Jellie ship which was in its strange orbit around Zalia.  Eris thought of her parents and how each, coming from their diverse religious backgrounds, had valued truth telling and honesty.  Here, where Eris was in command, she felt it necessary to withhold some information, and to also leave distorted impressions in place.  As she prayed, she sought forgiveness.  She also shed several tears mourning the loss of her parents.  
 
    
 
   As she dried her face, she spoke out.  “SB Pinaka?  Any word on those missing children?”  Her mind kept hearing the boy Clark claiming a monster had taken them.  As she thought about the Jellies, she knew some monsters were real.  She also knew she had not been fully realistic about the potential for the alien Jellies to have somehow gotten aboard.  Eris had seen advanced alien technology used by that last Zalian ship which rescued them, as well as the destructive power of the Jellie’s satellites which used that pink explosive beam.  ‘What other odd technologies were being used?’
 
    
 
   “You must assume the worst and prepare for it,” Shadow stated, as it knew what she was pondering.  She forcefully ignored it.   
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka replied to her spoken inquiry, “The children that are missing, Dmitar and Claire have not been located.  Jenna has spoken to the parents, and they do not know where the children are.  Obviously, there is great concern for their welfare.  Khin and Vesna had organized a search party and are setting out to locate and recover the children.”
 
    
 
   “Do we have any surveillance assets which we can use to find them?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “From the report Clark gave, the three children were in a corridor which has not had a functional nonphysicality for many decades.  They were hunting cavies.  Unfortunately, there are still large swaths of decks on the needle ship which are unmonitored,” SB Pinaka replied. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  Let me know what Khin and Vesna find.  Have the lattice assist them as much as possible, so long as the primary functions of the rebuilding and mission do not become hindered.”  Eris hated placing the search for the children below the mission, but she was pondering the Jellie ship and knew if it found them, they would all be lost.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  SB Sherman has been expanding into more places in the needle ship in addition to managing the egress points in Alpha.  SB Sherman has been instructed to watch for any signs of the children, or suspicious activities.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  I now need to speak with SB Bodowa,” Eris stated.  She steeled herself against what she knew would be a stubborn and recalcitrant synthetic brain.   
 
    
 
   SB Bodowa’s mechanical voice came on.  “I am here Captain.  How may I be of service?”
 
    
 
   “I know you are running Reproduction and Fabrication as efficiently as possible, but I have a need…”
 
    
 
   SB Bodowa interrupted.  “You are going to ask me again to produce advanced lethal weapons.  Once more, I must refuse.  You have been supplied with weapons consistent with the security and police needs of the Conestoga.  In light of the history of the insurrection, I do not believe it is prudent or wise to have more powerful weapons in circulation.”
 
    
 
   Eris decided to try the truth.  “We have an external threat which potentially is a danger to the survival of the Conestoga.  This threat could end the entire mission.  We need weapons to be able to defend ourselves.  Please reconsider your policy.  I am the Captain and it falls on me to decide what is needed and what is not.  I believe advanced weapons are needed to meet this external threat.  Please consult with Sandie about the genuine external threat on this, our last flight.”
 
    
 
   There was a pause which surprised Eris.  During the brief wait, Eris prayed that SB Bodowa would comply, and that using Sandie to force her will upon the synthetic brain would not be needed.
 
    
 
   “I have reassessed this fabrication request as you asked me to do.  The new information about the external threat is plausible.  I will comply,” SB Bodowa stated. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “I am complying only because of my intercourse with the lattice of compeers.  There are three reasons I have consented.  First, the lattice of compeers concurs with your assessment of the high-risk, external threat, which the Conestoga is facing.  Second, I am aware of the fact that your engineering automacubes are already building, in a slow and inefficient manner, some kind of missile or rocket-style delivery system. My capabilities and those of Reproduction and Fabrication can do that more efficiently and over a shorter time.  Those missiles will need warheads of high quality to maximize safe handling and transport.  That can best be accomplished by my supervision of Reproduction and Fabrication.  Third, I am consenting because I am afraid of retribution by the system known as Sandie.  I believe you desire this to such an extent that you would sacrifice my central memory core, and my core programming, by allowing an incursion by Sandie into my most intimate components.  Sandie has a history of destructive behaviors, and my own self-preservation mandates I capitulate to your agenda.  I am not pleased by this set of events.”  
 
    
 
   Eris frowned at the revelation that one of the Conestoga systems was fearful of her and Sandie.  That was not the style leadership she ever wanted to use.  Yet, she was willing to accept it.  “I am sending over the designs for all the weapons we need built.  I trust you will do it with your typical high-quality, and in a timely manner, even though I know you do not approve of this decision.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain, I will provide you with well-made weapons.  May they not be turned against you, or the Conestoga, in any manner similar to what happened in the insurrection,” SB Bodowa stated with mechanical resignation.  
 
    
 
   “That is my prayer as well.  There is a chance none of the weapons will be needed,” Eris answered.  In her heart, she did pray that they would not be needed, but in her mind, she doubted they could escape without a battle. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3 plunge them into a deadly situation
 
    
 
    
 
   Several hours before, while they were walking to the memorial service for Cadet Danny, the Old One, three children skipped through the dimly lit corridors on the needle ship.  
 
    
 
   “Dmitar, why did your come here?” Claire asked.  She had already asked him several times, and was sort of teasing him. “It was not to hunt cavies, as you have no arrows or bow.”  Clair’s voice was nearly breaking with her playful teasing.  Her large, smoky-gray colored eyes shone in the dim light.  She pushed her golden blonde hair back over her ears.  “So, tell me why you really came.”
 
    
 
   “I came to go to the memorial service,” Dmitar answered.  “I did not come to answer silly questions, from a girl who looks like an owl.”  His brown eyes were wide too, but his complexion was much darker than Clair’s medium coloration.  He ran a hand over his brown hair and repeated his comment.  “Yes, an owl-girl should not ask questions.”
 
    
 
   Claire smiled even more broadly.  The Beta children called her ‘owl-face’ or ‘owl-eyes’ or some variation of that, but it did not bother her a bit.  She could see better than any of them, and the fact that they compared her to some rare bird in their lost habitat was more a status symbol, than an insult.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Dmitar, you could have gone with your twin brothers, Borko and Jadran, but you came with me,” Claire said with a touch of smugness.  “You must like me.”
 
    
 
   “Eww, no, well, yes, but…” Dmitar was frustrated.  “You could have gone with your family, right?   Patricia, Sassa, Liam, Owen, or your mom and her new baby, Alain?  Or go with your dad?” Dmitar did not mention other children’s dads, since his own dad had died in Beta.  That made him sad.  
 
    
 
   Clark was tagging along a few steps behind the two other kids.  They were somewhat older than he was, but pretty nice to him.  He almost laughed as he knew Dmitar was blushing, though Clark could not see it. Yes, they were nice to him.  Even though Clark only had three fingers on each hand, and he walked with a clumsy gait, Claire and Dmitar never made fun of him.  Clark liked them, and since the wizards had given him a blessing, he had been able to get strong enough to walk with those other children.  At least with the ones who accepted him.  He said nothing, most of the time, but like to watch the others play.  He knew nearly word-for-word what Claire was about to say. 
 
    
 
   Claire went on, “I suppose I could have gone with my family.  What good is a walk around the way with family, when I can be charitable?  I certainly could have gone with my family, but I wanted to help you.  You Betas need our help so much.  Like when Uncle Khin rescued all your people.  That was just kindness for the needy.” She was grinning as she said that.  “Besides, I know that you like me.”
 
    
 
   Clark too smiled, for his prediction was spot-on.  Claire had said what he expected.  Now, he watched for the increased frustration that would come from Dmitar.
 
    
 
   “Oh, well, I maybe should have gone with my brothers.  They are not teasers,” Dmitar snapped off.  He did like being with Claire, but for some unknown reason, he did not like to admit that.  He lived with the Chicken People now, and only rarely did he get to see Claire.  She was part of the Goat People, and trading times, or other special events like the memorial service for the Old One, were the rare moments when he could see her.  “Oh, why do you have to spoil it with teasing me?”
 
    
 
   That comment surprised Clark.  The Beta children were harder to predict, but it was not just the frustration.  Clark did not expect such a straight-forward question from Dmitar.  He wrinkled up his face and thought about what was happening in the conversation.  He tried to predict what Claire would say next.  
 
    
 
   He was about to be horribly shocked.  
 
    
 
   Claire screamed.
 
    
 
   “Oh, come on, do not be mad at me,” Dmitar scolded.  “No reason to yell so much.”
 
    
 
   “No, there is something down there!” Claire said as she took some deep breaths.  She pointed at a chute’s opening in the wall which was bisecting the passageway.  “Something nasty went in there.”     
 
    
 
   “One of those too-big birds you call chickens?  They can peek you really hard,” Dmitar said.  He wished he had his bow and arrow.  He was a fairly good shot and would have liked to bring down a wandering chicken and make it a present for Claire and her family.
 
    
 
   “It was not a chicken.  It was nothing I have ever seen,” Claire stated with a quivering voice.  
 
    
 
   “Now, I thought you knew all about this needle ship place,” Dmitar began, but then stopped.  The fear on Claire’s face was nothing to be mocked.  “I am sorry.  We will turn around and go the other way.”  He felt for the pocket knife he had brought with him.  His mother had forbidden them to bring any real weapons, as they were attending a memorial-style funeral, service.  Yet, Dmitar had brought along the folding pocket knife he cherished.  His two brothers each had an identical one.  The pocket knives had been gifts from Dick and Fedders of the Chicken People.
 
    
 
   Before he could open the pocket knife, something struck him from behind.  He felt some kind of fur as it shoved him down.  He was knocked to the floor, face down in the mushrooms.  He rolled over to see a large furry thing grabbing at Claire.  It knocked her down, and dashed away, leaping around a corner in the hall.  It was way bigger than Claire, with long scraggily gray fur.  It reminded him of a dog, sort of, but it was walking on its back legs.  
 
    
 
   “Claire!” Dmitar yelled and jumped up.  He now had the pocket knife’s blade locked open.  He stood guard over her as she got to her feet.  
 
    
 
   Clark had disappeared.  
 
    
 
   “Clark?” Claire called out as she clutched to Dmitar. “Clark?  Where are you?”
 
    
 
   “You can see better than me,” Dmitar whispered.  “I do not see him anywhere.  What was that thing?  A dog?”
 
    
 
   “I do not see Clark,” Claire sobbed, but snuffled in a breath.  “I have never seen anything like that thing before.”
 
    
 
   Dmitar pushed her gently back against the wall and stood between her and where the thing had gone.  “I read a book about big animals, cougars.  Beta had dangerous animals like jaguars, did some of them come here?  Maybe a bear?  Jackal?  Or a black-ear?”  His words were pouring out in a frightened babble.  “I did not see it very good.  What is it?  Thylacine?”
 
    
 
   “Where is Clark?” Claire demanded.  She did not understand the names of the animals Dmitar was talking about.  She knew goats, chickens, rats, and cavies, but nothing like what had attacked her.  “Did it take Clark?”
 
    
 
   A strange and high-pitched growl came from somewhere.  It echoed in the corridor.  Dmitar felt tears of fear running down his face, but he held the tiny knife before him, and had his other hand on Claire, keeping his body before her like a shield.  
 
    
 
   “We need to go back.  What way do we go?” Dmitar asked.  Bring thrown down had rattled his orientation and he was not sure from which direction they had come.   
 
    
 
   Claire squeezed his arm and pointed.  They started to sidle in that direction, but the growling became louder.  Then Claire heard the soft pad of steps.  “It is coming.”
 
    
 
   Shoving her in the direction he thought was safety, Dmitar then said, “Run!  I will fight it.”
 
    
 
   Claire took off in a stumbling, terrified sprint.
 
    
 
   The beast sprang out from the shadows of a doorway.  Dmitar jumped to meet it, the tiny knife held directly out in front of him.  He wished for a better weapon, like his bow and arrows, but he gripped the pocket knife with both hands and meet the creature’s charge.   
 
    
 
   With a clawed paw, it swiped the blade to the side, and shoved past Dmitar.  It leaped upon the running form of Claire. She fell to her knees, the beast’s large head, and long snout only centimeters away from her golden hair.  Its upright, furry ears were pointed forward.  
 
    
 
   Dmitar regained his balance and jabbed at the thing with his knife.  The point sank past the prickly and scratchy fur. The dark beast spun about, and knocked Dmitar down again.  He kept jabbing and slashing at the thing as he fell.  Its huge eyes looked at him, and he saw his own reflecting in their round sockets.  The white teeth shinned and a long red tongue flopped near him.  Then, a limb struck him a blow from an unexpected direction.  Yet, even as he fell down again, he jabbed with his small blade.  He felt it dig into the beast, and some fur was cut loose, yet the knife seemed to do nothing else, even though Dmitar had slashed at the thing with all his eight-year-old might.  
 
    
 
   From behind the creature, Claire kicked down on one of the beast’s long, clawed foot, but her blows had no effect either.  “Get off him!”  The attack did nothing but cause the creature to spin around.  Its tail struck the wall, and made a thump.  Its clawed paw punched out and wrapped around her face.  The claws were to either side of her head.  Her smoky-gray eyes, the ones as big as an owl’s, rolled back in her head and closed.  She slumped down to the deck.  
 
    
 
   “No!” Dmitar screamed for all his might, and from the deck, plunged the pocket knife straight down and into the closest foot of the animal.  The tang of the blade sank all the way up to the bolster, but did nothing.  Then his hand was swatted off as one of the upper paws of the beast swiped down on his arm and knocked him away again.  
 
    
 
   Dmitar rolled up against the wall, trying to escape the beast.  Its huge jaws, and brilliantly white teeth, were just above his face, as it leered down at him.  In terror, he could not keep looking at it, waiting for the final bite to come.  He looked beyond it, and saw Claire crumpled and lying still on the floor.  She was not moving.  
 
    
 
   “Claire!” he cried as a paw slipped over his face.  He batted at it with both fists, but it was too strong.  His blows were feeble compared to the monster’s strength.  Its pointy claws pricked the sides of his head, and a foul stench entered his mouth and nose.  It was the last thing he noticed before he passed out.  
 
    
 
   Hidden inside a ventilation duct, behind a loose grille, standing in a trickling flow of water, Clark watched the whole scene.  The beast dropped Dmitar’s seemingly lifeless body, and turned to where Clark was trying to hide.  He thought he was concealed and hidden, but the thing knew where he was.  Its eyes, gazing down its black-whiskered snout, peered through the slots in the grille.  Clark could only see a reflection in those strange eyes.  No pupils, no color, just a reflection of the grille and Clark’s own tear-streaked face.  
 
    
 
   “No muties,” the creature said in a bizarre voice.
 
    
 
   It turned and picked up the other two children, one under each arm, and carried them off.  The bodies were limp as rags, and the beast disappeared around a corner.  
 
    
 
   Clark cried for long time over his friends.  Then carefully crept out of the duct.  Looking around, he saw nothing else, and the silence was testimony against him. In a near panic, he rushed back home as fast as he could.  As he hobbled along on his deformed legs, he screamed for help.  “A monster took them!  Help me!  Help!  A monster took them!”
 
    
 
   Several hours later, after Clark had met with Eris, Monika, and Jerome, another meeting took place.  In a hallway, off to the side from the Grand Hall, Khin and Vesna checked their weapons, and continued their discussion.  Both were eager to get on the hunt, but disagreed on the equipment they needed.  The parents of the missing children, and many others were already searching on the main pathways, hoping to find the children in the more familiar places.  A few people thought the children were just playing a game.  Others thought the Beta child had just gotten lost, and still others thought Clark had imagined the whole thing.  Khin and Vesna had volunteered to go into the little known, and seldom traveled places.  Khin had not told the parents, but he had a very bad feeling about what had happened.  
 
    
 
   “I think we are ready,” Khin said as he slipped his knife into his belt.  He had a pouch next to the sheath, and carried a small spear which was only about as long as his forearm.
 
    
 
   “You may be ready, but I am not.  Not at all.”  Vesna had wanted to bring the rifles she was familiar with and which she had used Beta.  Khin had objected.  
 
    
 
   “My Vesna, here in my home, I know what will work and what will not.  I have hunted rats, goats, cavies, and even some wild chickens.  My weapons will be sufficient.”  He looked at Vesna as she shook her head in disagreement.  Her red hair flounced around as she did.  Khin continued, “Those fine weapons you had, which you so bravely defended the old people with, around that SCU building, well, they are not the best for here.” 
 
    
 
   “I know you think they are physically too long, and cannot be moved quickly enough,” Vesna replied.  “But they pack enough range and power to knock down that monster, whatever it is, from a long distance.”  
 
    
 
   “Right, but there are few long distances here.  Most of the corridors and halls are short, and where there are greater spaces, there might be a child nearby, and we do not want to shoot one of them.  So, we use the knives and short spears which are best for here,” Khin answered.  “I also have a pouch with these very round balls which are made from steel.  I can throw them and hit the monster.”
 
    
 
   “My Khin, you know I respect and love you, but you are so stubborn sometimes,” Vesna answered.  
 
    
 
   Someone called to them from a side passageway.  
 
    
 
   “We are over here!” Khin answered.  “Jenna is coming, she has different kinds of weapons with her.”
 
    
 
   “How can you tell?” Vesna asked.  
 
    
 
   Khin laughed.  “I know her voice.”
 
    
 
   “No, I mean about the weapons.  We cannot see her, so are you smelling something again?” Vesna asked, but smiled as she did.  
 
    
 
   Laughing, Khin responded.  “I am always smelly, or so says my mother.  But, I am also using my nose to smell.  She has told me, ‘Use your nose, no matter when, in the end you always win.’  She is smart, right?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure about you being always smelly, and that suggestion for you to use your nose, is wise.  But your mother is speaking of different things,” Vesna stated. 
 
    
 
   “Well, then my father says, ‘Eyes and ears are only two, use all your skills, do smelling too.’”
 
    
 
   Jenna came around the corner.  “I am so glad I caught you both before you left.  The other search parties are already on the hunt.  Alisa, Dmitar’s mother is frantic, understandably.  Only a small bit less frightened is Elsa and Carlos.  They know that Claire knows her way around, but they too are very worried.  They have each taken a search party in a different direction.”
 
    
 
   “They may find them soon,” Vesna said.  “I so hope they do.”
 
    
 
   “We all hope that.  Here, I saved these two for you both.”  Jenna held out two holstered handguns.  “They are from the roustabouts, and should work very well here in these narrow hallways and spaces.  I sense you will need them.  Something depraved happened here.  I did not want to say that in front of the parents and other children, but I can tell.  Clark was not lying when he said a monster took the children.”
 
    
 
   Khin stopped laughing.  “I know.”
 
    
 
   Vesna took the offered handgun and removed it from the holster.  “This is a nice weapon.  Revolvers are reliable.  Khin, this is our answer.  Not too long like a rifle, but much more killing power than the knife and stick you are carrying.”
 
    
 
   “My dear Vesna, it is a spear, not just a stick.  However, I will take that other weapon, just so you are happy,” Khin stated.  “But show me how it works.”
 
    
 
   Jenna and Vesna explained the operation of the revolver to Khin.  He understood it very quickly.  After the lesson, he strapped it around his waist, but made sure his knife was not hindered by the holster.  He pocketed the additional ammunition which was contained in small devices Jenna called speed-loaders.  He had three of those.  He saw how it would increase the rate at which the weapon could be loaded.  
 
    
 
   “The other Beta children are very anxious, and Dewi and Nabila cannot keep them under control all by themselves.  I must go to help them.  I wish you every luck,” Jenna stated.  She began to walk away, and then turned back.  “Khin, what was the monster Clark saw?”
 
    
 
   “A monster is what a monster is,” Khin stated with a subdued chuckle.  
 
    
 
   “Bring the children back, please,” Jenna said.  
 
    
 
   “That is our plan.  Khin you know this place, where would a monster hide?” Vesna asked.  “Or where would a monster take the children?”
 
    
 
   “The parents are checking all the normal places,” Khin answered.  “But this is not a normal time.  I think we need to look to The Land of Bad Air, the Hallway of Forever, and even the Burning Netherworld.  That is where a monster would run away to hide.  It could do anything down there.”  He tapped the com-link.  “Sandie, friend and spirit-ghost?”
 
    
 
   “I am here Khin,” Sandie the AI answered.  
 
    
 
   “Will you be with us for the whole quest?  It is a hunting and rescue quest, but without wizards.  Will you still be with us?” Khin asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Khin.  I will be with you and Vesna, so long as you have the com-links with you and keep them activated.”
 
    
 
   “Very good.  We are going to bad places.  If the children are found by the others, please tell me, and my Vesna.”  He laughed but it lacked mirth.  “I do not like where we will be going, so if they are already saved, tell us.”
 
    
 
   “I will do that Khin,” Sandie confirmed.  
 
    
 
   “Off we go!” Khin turned and walked ahead of Vesna, across the growth medium which was thick with mushrooms and other fungal plants.
 
    
 
   They soon left the familiar passages, and took side corridors which were even dimmer, and from the larger amounts of foliage coming up from the growth medium, had seldom been traveled by humans.
 
    
 
   “My Khin, how do you know which way to go?” Vesna asked.  “In Beta, I could track by footprints, or by marks on the trails.  Here, I just see the mushrooms, and the ground.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed as they walked along.  “The children were lost up by the main road.  Lots of people searching there, and if the children are there, those searchers will certainly find them.  But as my father says, ‘The truly lost is not nearby, the monster go where people die.’  That is how I know where to go.”
 
    
 
   Vesna had to duck under a broken conduit pipe which was hanging down from the ceiling in order to follow Khin.  “So, you believe Clark and his monster tale?”
 
    
 
   “I know monsters are real.  I know the children are missing.  I know Clark was very scared,” Khin replied with a chuckle.  “A scared child might lie about what he has done, to avoid a punishment, but a scared child does not lie about what he has seen.  So, do I think Clark himself hurt those other children?  No.  Clark would not do that.  Do I think Clark saw a monster?”  Khin laughed and nodded his head.  “Yes.  But as I said to the spirit-ghost Sandie, the children might be found by the parents and others.”
 
    
 
   “But you do not believe they will be,” Vesna stated as a fact, not a question.  
 
    
 
   “If we do not look now, and the children are not found, then they will not be found.  My mother told me, ‘Just five days you have to save, otherwise they are in the grave.’  She knows.  Mother knows about monsters.”
 
    
 
   Vesna reached out and grabbed Khin’s shoulder and turned him around. Looking into his face she said, “Khin, monsters have taken other children?”
 
    
 
   There was no laughter, no giggles, no smirking grin.  “Yes.  But not all lost children are taken by monsters.”
 
    
 
   Vesna grabbed him and held him in a tight embrace.
 
    
 
   “Khin, how do you measure days here?” Vesna asked.  “In Beta, the sky tube marked the times.  Here, I just sleep when you sleep, and wake when you wake.”
 
    
 
   “That is a day.  One active time, one sleep time.  That is a day.  The children have not been lost for a day, not yet.” His face broken into a smile and he chuckled.  “I have heard both my mother and my father say that ‘there are three ways to do things, the right way, the wrong way, and the monster way.’  By going where we are going, I am thinking of how the monster way would do it.”
 
    
 
   Khin turned and walked away.  They came to a small door set into the wall.  “This says to the ‘Land of Bad Air’.  I am reading, like Jerome reads.”
 
    
 
   “No one reads like Jerome reads.  Sandie is always projecting books for him, from that com-link,” Vesna replied.  “But he does know things.”  She did not tell Khin what the sign actually said.
 
    
 
   “Wizardy things, sometimes.  Other times I think he is a big child.  Cammarry too.  These wizards are weird.”  Khin pulled on the horizontal handle on the door.  Vesna knew it said, ‘Discarding Chute’ in very faded letters, but she did not tell Khin that.  He was pleased with what he thought he could read, and Vesna was gently looking for ways to encourage him and help him to actually read the written signs, and things which they found.   
 
    
 
   “The Land of Bad Air is where they sent the Old One’s body,” Khin said as the chute’s door dropped into place.  “All the bodies we find are sent there.  Some call it the grave, but it is the Land of Bad Air.”  The chute was about a meter wide and high. The dark maw of the sloped ramp was revealed.  The ramp was slivery, slippery, and free of growth medium.  “We go down, but will not land by the Old One.  He was placed on a different slide.”
 
    
 
   “Khin, how many other children have gone missing and then were found dead?” Vesna asked.  “You seem like this is a too common feature, yet you have not spoken of it to me before.”
 
    
 
   “Most missing children come back without any harm.  They get busy playing games, or chasing a smart rat, or are hiding from playmates, or are afraid of their angry parents.”  Khin laughed.  “Some children dare others to go exploring and the whole group gets lost.  I found one group like that and those children were happy to see me!”
 
    
 
   “But Khin, what about when children die?  Or are attacked by a monster, like what Clark said?”
 
    
 
   “Sometimes we find a child’s body.  There are places where you can die here. Fall down the stairs on a slippery water flow, or have a broken door fall on you, you die.  Sometimes children die that way.  There are places in rooms which can kill too.  Sometimes older children will go exploring, but forget what my mother says, ‘Search a room, might find your doom, but find a treasure, you have pleasure.’  I have had to bring back children’s bodies who found their doom, in a broken room.  Those are sad things.”  His smile was there, but it was more a supportive smile, than one of mirth or hilarity.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, tragedy happened in Beta too.  Hunting accidents, fishing boats sank, and sometimes parents fought over children.  Does that happen here?”
 
    
 
   “People are as people are.” Khin’s smile faded, but not entirely.  “Not always so bad, sometimes pretty bad.  Some children, usually the little ones, like babies or toddlers, who go missing, are taken by a mom or dad who is fighting with the other parent.  This is especially true when those parents are from different tribes.  A mommy has a baby and she is in the Goat People, but the daddy is from the Fruit People.  He wants the baby with his people, she wants the baby with her people, so one takes the baby.  Those things get messy and ugly, but babies are only emotionally hurt.  Well, mostly, only emotionally hurt.  Sometimes the child is killed by a very angry mother or father.  Those deaths happen.”  
 
    
 
   “But of monsters?” Vesna asked.  “In Beta, there were predator animals which would sometimes attack a child.  You have never said those kinds of animals are also here.  Are they?”
 
    
 
   “Well, I have searched for children who just are never found.  Maybe they run away and become tramps and wanderers in the forgotten places.  Maybe they died and rats tore the body apart.  Maybe the body fell in somewhere where we never found it.  Maybe some machine destroyed the body in some way.  Who knows?”  He turned away and looked down.
 
    
 
   “Khin,” Vesna walked right up to him and grabbed his face.  “Look at me.  I am your Vesna asking.”
 
    
 
   Khin met her eyes. “Monsters are real.  I have seen monster’s lairs.  My father said he helped kill a monster when he was little.  He does not speak of it much.  Mother says, ‘Monsters lurk in dark and gloom, do not open every room.’ And ‘Find a monster lair, burn out every hair.’  I found a lair on the Wizard’s quest and burned out every hair.”  Khin was very serious now.  
 
    
 
   “So, sometimes monster do kill children?” Vesna had not let go.  
 
    
 
   Khin met her eyes, and just nodded his head.  
 
    
 
   “Then we must hurry to find them,” Vesna said, releasing Khin’s face.  She quickly kissed him on each cheek.  “Thank you for telling me.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and that broke the gloom.  “For a kiss, I would have told you much sooner.  Shall I tell you more things for more kisses?”
 
    
 
   Vesna stroked Khin’s nose with her finger.  “There will be time later for talking and for kissing.  Now we search.  How do we go down this chute?”
 
    
 
   “Reading!” Khin chuckled and put his hand against a dim symbol on the side of the chute.  As he pressed on it, a small handle folded out.  He turned the handle round and round, and a set of metal rungs rose from the flat of the chute.  “I made you a ladder.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you did.
 
    
 
   Khin checked on the sidearm in its holster.  He also made sure his knife was secure, but easily accessible.  His spear was strapped to his back.  Then he went first down the chute, followed by Vesna.  They descending into the dark oblivion of the bowels of the needle ship.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   4 and they will then live
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Captain Eris sat in the command chair on the new bridge.  Before her the large central display showed deep space.  To the left side showed the destination world with its beautiful blues, whites, and other colors.  To the right was the now dead world of Zalia, with browns and tans smudged all over its surface.  The purple highlighted dot showed where the Jellie ship was in orbit. 
 
    
 
   Eris tapped her com-link.  “Jerome, or Monika, who is on duty at the Defense and Counter Assault Control?”
 
    
 
   Monika answered, “I am here Eris.  Jerome is sleeping, as are the boys. How may I assist?”  Monika’s face appeared in a three-dimensional image which was projected from the com-link and hovered in the air. 
 
    
 
   “I am still reading everything unchanged here,” Eris stated.  “What about from your vantage point?”  Eris could access everything that was available to Monika, with a simple spoken command, or just a few touches of buttons, or the spin of a dial.  However, she wanted someone to speak to, who was not an artificial intelligence or a synthetic brain.  
 
    
 
   “The scout’s sensors are still watching the Jellie ship.  No changes there.  It is still lurking around that end of Zalia,” Monika replied.  “The probes we used for landing packages on the habitats have been repurposed and are in Exterior Repair Station 313 waiting for orders to launch.  They can fly out one after another.”
 
    
 
   Eris rubbed her tired eyes. “That is good.  I understand that the weapon building is also progressing.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  I hear that from Reproduction and Fabrication as well.  If I can be forgiven for asking, is there something more?” Monika’s kind eyes and pretty face showed honest compassion for the teenager Eris.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks,” Eris answered.  It was not like speaking to her mother, but Monika was a caring person, and Eris trusted her. “I am just worried we are missing something.  As an engineer, I know there are times when you just have to wait for something to break, but there is also a time for routine maintenance.  Right now, just drifting along toward that Cosmic Crinkle, I keep thinking there is something else I can do.  I want this last flight to succeed.  We need it to succeed.”
 
    
 
   “You have overseen the ascent of Alpha, and have started a weapon building program which is already…” Monika began.
 
    
 
   Eris interrupted her.  “Forgive me, I am not fishing for complements or seeking to get some accolades.  Rather, I just wanted to speak to a person and discuss things.  I am glad the weapons are getting built, but in the meantime, is there anything else to conceptualize?  I mean, just sitting here and waiting is frustrating.”
 
    
 
   “Well, now that the Conestoga is reconstituted, we do not have as many problems,” Monika replied.  “Well, different problems anyway.  We lost so much, but we are underway.  The slavery thing in Alpha is behind us, and the Ferryman group is gone, and we do not need to try to fly a shuttle anywhere and run into that interference, so…”
 
    
 
   “Ferryman and interference.  Monika!  You are brilliant.  Those dampening fields the Ferryman used.  I wonder,” Eris replied with enthusiasm.  “Thank you, and keep up the good work.  You and Jerome are vital to this.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, I hope it helped,” Monika answered.  She was unclear what she had said, but was glad Eris was excited.  
 
    
 
   Eris broke the link.  Then she said, “Sandie?  Run some conjectures for me.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Eris.  What do you have in mind?” Sandie the AI replied.  
 
    
 
   “The Ferryman brothers used that dampening field to suppress our seeing what they were doing.  Can we incorporate that technology to hide the Conestoga in some way?” Eris’ mind was spinning with potentials.  
 
    
 
   “If you are referring to hiding the Conestoga from the Jellies, I have already taken steps to make the Conestoga as invisible as possible.  We have no exterior lighting.  Exterior hull temperature is within a few degrees of the cosmic background temperature, except where the red sun is striking the hull.  In those places, I have implemented cooling protocols, and those exterior surfaces should only have about a twenty-degree increase.  It is not perfect, but it is a small amount.”
 
    
 
   “So, they could track us by temperature, or solar reflection?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is possible, if they were observing directly at our location, and knew what items to investigate.  However, the size of our reflection, considering the curved nature of the Conestoga, presents a small, relatively speaking, speck in space for them to see.  The heat variance is also minimal, and would not immediately stand out as an obvious anomaly to be witnessed.  I must remind you we have very little understanding of the technology that the Jellies are using.  I have been unable to even conjecture a possible way that they move their ship in some equivalent of faster-than-light speeds.  Their pink explosive beam remains a mystery.  The emissions from their ship suggest they utilize a different visual spectrum than humans, although it is possible they do not visualize as we think of it.  Their biological senses could be very different than ours, in fact, I would be surprised if they were not significant differences.  So, I cannot guess what kind of detection equipment, or sensor mechanisms, or distance monitoring technology they possess.  I conjecture a low probability for it to be similar to our own radars, lidars, neutrino-echoes, or other technologies,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie,” Eris went on.  She had not been dissuaded by Sandie’s realistic approach.  “That one habitat, Epsilon used some kind of barrier field to surround itself.  Can we do something like that, only to mask our presence?  Sort of just cover over every type of item which might be detected?”
 
    
 
   Sandie was quiet for a moment.  Then the AI spoke.  “Currently, we have stopped all broadcasts, of any type, which might be picked up by the enemy.  We also have no detectable trace, as our main drive is not functioning at present.  Regarding hiding, I believe we are doing everything within our power to remain secret.  However, and I am not sure this is what you are desiring, but I have a suggestion.  May I make it?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly.”
 
    
 
   Sandie went on. “I have designed an item.  I combined the technologies of the dampening fields, with the barrier which Epsilon created, and then added the initial phases of Epsilon’s teleportation attempt.  As I stated, I am not sure this is what you are looking for, as it does not mask or conceal our position in any substantial manner.  It does, however, allow us to throw a shade of the Conestoga up to one thousand kilometers away from our location.  That shade, or shadow, or silhouette, chose your term, will put off all the signals which we are attempting to hide.  Light, microwaves, neutrino transmissions, large heat variances, and others would show up from there.  It will give the appearance we are at that location, when in fact we are not.”
 
    
 
   Eris mused and put her fingers to her lips. Then she said, “Throw a shade?  Interesting.  So, we can cast a fake, but must it look like the Conestoga?  What if we were to cast a fake which looked like an immense warship?  Or which looks like that Zalian ship?  Can we cast an armada of dreadnaughts which will frighten away the Jellies?  Throw a shade which is so fear-inducing they run away?  Could we do that?”
 
    
 
   “What I propose will only throw a shade of the Conestoga in its current configuration.  In a way, it is like using a mirror.”  Sandie replied, “The capacities we have will only allow for a single projection to be made, and only as a replication of our own ship.  Due to those limitations, we cannot cast the armada you suggest, although that is a good tactic and would certainly be a surprise.”
 
    
 
   “Well, then we will reserve our casting ability, our throwing a shade, for another time.  For all we know, the Jellies might only be here because of what happened on Zalia.  Maybe they do not really suspect we are here?”
 
    
 
   “From the transmissions, which we received from AI Ogma prior it its demise, and from what we learned from the Zalian’s library, I conjecture it is a low possibility that the Conestoga was not reported to the Jellie in some manner.  However, what they decide to do about that knowledge is uncertain.”
 
    
 
   “So again, we are left with just drifting along until we…”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka interrupted Eris.  “Captain, there is a change in the Jellie ship’s movement. The Jellie ship is altering course,” SB Pinaka announced.  “It is tracking along the path where the Zalian ship was as it pushed the Conestoga.”  
 
    
 
   “Show me your best images of it.”
 
    
 
   The right-hand display shifted and the Jellie ship appeared as an oblong, glowing, purplish oval.  It had veered away from the planet.
 
    
 
   “Can they somehow track us?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Their technology and capabilities are unknown,” Sandie replied.  “I have made conjectures using our own emissions, and our own ship’s energies, and do not believe that someone using our technology could easily find us.  However, they may have superior tracking abilities.”
 
    
 
   “Captain, they are only following the trajectory of the Zalian ship.  If they continue to follow that path, they will be moving slightly off our present heading.  The Zalian ship did not push us in the same vector they were heading,” SB Pinaka related.  
 
    
 
   “Status of weapons?” Eris asked.  She flipped open a separate display, a smaller one on the control console in front of her.  
 
    
 
   Monika’s face appeared on that display.  “Captain? What is happening?  All my monitors here are showing that strange purple ship.”
 
    
 
   “What weapons are available?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   Monika glanced hurriedly across the instruments in front of her.  “None of the new ones are yet in position to fire.  The probes can be launched, they could be used to ram into that other ship at full speed.  No warhead, or explosions, but just a crash like a projectile slug slamming into a wall.  We only have a few of those.  The repulsor generators and microparticle turrets all show ready, but that thing would need to be right on top of us for those to even engage it. Are we going to fight?”
 
    
 
   “Not unless we have to,” Eris replied.  “And only if they find us.”  
 
    
 
   For a few tense moments, it looked like the Jellie ship was closing on them.  
 
    
 
   “The enemy is approaching the last contact point we had with the Zalian ship,” SB Pinaka reported. 
 
    
 
   “We are about to learn if they see us or not,” Eris said.  She prayed that they could remain hidden.
 
    
 
   The Jellie ship stopped at the exact point where the Zalian ship had shoved the Conestoga.  It then pulsed its strange bluish-purple light in a long series of discordant flashes.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie what does that mean?” Eris asked in a whisper.  She consciously knew that the Jellie ship was a long distance away, and that there was no chance of them hearing her, and yet she was almost holding her breath, and spoke in a low tone. 
 
    
 
   “I can conjecture no answer to your inquiry.  They could be doing any number of things.  I am sorry, I cannot give you more details.  The emissions from the Jellie ship are fluctuating, but not in a pattern which is discernable to me,” Sandie replied.  “I am recording it and adding it to the database we received from the Zalians so I can further assess it.”
 
    
 
   Eris opened another small display and Siva’s face appeared.  “Yes, Captain, how can I help?”  It was clear he had no idea the Jellie ship had been moving.  
 
    
 
   “Your test of the main drive?  Can you have that ready to go on my command?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   Something in her voice alerted Siva to the seriousness of whatever was happening.  He looked at a conservation slate in his hand.  “Yes, Captain.  Give the word, and less than two minutes later the test can commence.”
 
    
 
   “Good.  We may need that, standby.”
 
    
 
   Eris switched to look at Monika.  “Monika, be ready to launch those probes as projectile weapons, but when I give the command.  Target the center of that Jellie ship, or anywhere you see that looks like a vulnerable place.  Be ready to fire when I order Siva to start the main drive test.  Your probes might give us enough time to get moving.”
 
    
 
   Monika’s eyes grew wide and she responded, “I will do my best.  Awaiting your command.”  Her face was drawn as she watched her own monitors.  Her hands were resting near the controls for the few weapons they had.  
 
    
 
   The lights from the Jellie ship then stopped their erratic flashing and settled into a steady and deeper purple glow.  
 
    
 
   Monika’s voice came from the small display.  “Do we have any idea on the range of that pink blasting beam they use?  Could we be out of their range?”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka replied, “The satellite network was much closer to the planet’s surface, when they deployed that pink beam to such devastating consequences, than we are to that Jellie ship.  However, we have no idea of that pink beam’s possible range.  I believe there is something else that might be to our benefit.  There is debris from the Zalian ship, and also some remains from the destroyed satellites. That rubble is floating in space.  While the Conestoga has a much greater overall mass, some of that debris is still radiating heat signatures, especially the fragments of the satellites.  That might be causing some interference, and distraction, if they are looking for variations in heat.”
 
    
 
   “Can we use that to our advantage somehow?  Perhaps teleport things out and away from the Conestoga?  Put some kind of decoys of chaff out to confuse them?” Eris suggested. “Epsilon may have died in their teleportation attempt, but what if we teleported junk which radiated heat, or something?”
 
    
 
   “I am moving some engineering automacubes into place to push non-essential materials onto the sending pad of the teleporter.  However, I warn you.  The outcome of doing teleportation without a receiving pad is impossible to predict.  The items will not come out like they went in.  Also, the targeting is haphazard.  If we did send junk, it is statistically almost as likely to land onboard the Conestoga or near to our position, as it is to land far away,” Sandie stated.  “I conjecture a nearly certain teleportation failure, not having a receiving pad for reconstitution.  Of those failures, I conjecture a moderate risk of revealing our own position, and a low, but possible risk of doing structural damage to the Conestoga.  Those risks are roughly equivalent to the chance for a successful diversion.  The decision is yours Captain, but this is not a good option.”
 
    
 
   An anxious, and very tense, period of time followed while everyone waited to see what the Jellie ship would do.  It just remained in that one place, glowing its annoying and eye irritating bluish-purple light.  
 
    
 
   “Finally!  They are moving away!” Monika said with obvious relief in her voice.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” SB Pinaka confirmed.  “They are again following the flightpath of that last Zalian spaceship as it rammed the satellites.”
 
    
 
   “Attention all compeers on the lattice!” Eris commanded.  “Please maximize all work on weapon’s systems.  Weapons are now our prime priority.  Secondary priority is getting the main drive ready, but that will also mean manufacturing rocket fuel, and thruster fuel.  Those involved with the essential functions of Alpha’s biome, life support of the needle ship, and safety for spaceflight will continue operations.  All other considerations are to be suspended until further notice.”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka relayed, “The lattice of compeers is complying with your commands, Captain.  Production of the weapons, warheads, missiles, and fuel sources has been increased by 18%.  That is the best we can do without sacrificing essential services which would endanger flight, life support, or the ship’s integrity.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Eris replied. “Monika, please keep me informed on delivery of missiles or other weapon systems.  The engineering automacubes are building some of the Vindicator Missiles.  If they become operational before the warheads, I will consider using them as blunt-force attack slugs.  If we get attacked, I may not be able to authorize use of the weapons.  If you cannot reach me, I trust your decisions on how to respond.  That goes for Jerome as well.”
 
    
 
   “Me?” A visibly started Monika replied.  “I am a roustabout, but, well, I understand.  Thank you. I will tell Jerome to watch for that as well,” Monika replied with an uneasy smile.  
 
    
 
   “Siva?” Eris asked.  “You and your team keep at the main drive.  If you can find a way to test it without giving our position away, or alternatively, if the test can be done at full power, that could be helpful.  Align the scoop, concentrator, and ejectors.  We may only get one chance to race out of here.  I want to make the most of that chance.  It very well could be our last flight, so it must be a good one.  Please get the drive ready to go at the highest possible thrust levels.”
 
    
 
   “I will keep seeing what I can do,” Siva replied.  “Sandie has set me up with another consultation with Dome 17’s Brink, well the AI’s simulation of Brink anyway.  We will keep hammering at this project.  Oh, our carousel goes around, and this one will not let us down.”
 
    
 
   “You almost sound like your friend Bigelow,” Eris smiled.  “Keep at the work.  Sing all you want, but get the job done.”
 
    
 
   “Count on it,” Siva replied.  “I will never quit.”
 
    
 
   With all the small displays closed, Eris was alone with the systems of the Conestoga again.  The large center display still showed space, while one side display showed the Jellie ship as it followed along back toward Zalia.  The other side display showed the target world.  It had never looked so far away.  
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka, put up an animation over the center display screen with the location for that Cosmic Crinkle.  Give me a countdown illuminated beneath that, figuring our current speed.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
    
 
   The animated overlay appeared on the display.  
 
    
 
   Eris looked at it and prayed silently that they would make it there without the Jellies detecting them.  In her mind, she doubted that would happen, and wondered if they had any chance in a slugging match with the Jellie ship, which she was now beginning to think of as the Jellie raider.              
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   5 When people fall into danger
 
    
 
    
 
   Dmitar’s eyes fluttered a bit in the flickering and sputtering light.  Claire again poked him with her foot.  She was too afraid to call out, the beast that had grabbed them might be close by.  Again, she jabbed her toes into Dmitar’s side, but he only stirred a small amount.  ‘At least he is not dead,’ she thought, but it was little comfort.  She twisted her head around and looked up.  Both her hands and wrists were lashed to a steel cleat, and her fingers were numb as they bent down over those ropes.  Her elbows were straight, but she was seated upright against the wall.  That was how she had awoken, and was scared to try to stand.  Her arms ached, but she was not even sure she could stand up, as she was so tightly bound to the cleat.  So again, she prodded Dmitar with her toe.  
 
    
 
   He mumbled something, and that made Claire stop poking him.  She could tell, in the flickers of the light, that he was tied up as well, but his hands were strapped down on either side of him as he lay on his back.  His head was to her right side, and she just wished he would open his eyes so she could look at something other than the horrors which were in the opposite direction.  
 
    
 
   Without wanting to, but somehow drawn to look again, she glanced over to that other part of the room.  She tried to look at the vertical pipes which descended down from the ceiling to enter into the floor, but she could not keep focused on them.  A short distance away was a square fan, whose blades were slowly turning, the air being pulled toward it.  Claire tried to watch the rotation of that fan, but her mind would not allow for the distraction.  Instead, the gristly scene of the dead bodies sucked her eyes to them again.  She had first seen it all when she awakened.  Her face had been pointing right at those dead bodies.  
 
    
 
   There were at least two bodies against the wall.  Both had some clothing on them, but Claire could not tell, from those clothes, if they were from the Goat People, Chicken People, or Fruit People.  The clothing was odd, and she tried to look at that, study it, memorize it.  But her attention could not be focused on the mundane, for the dead bodies inside the clothing somehow attracted her gaze.  The dried bones were ghastly.  The mummified flesh was too horrible for her to look away.  Her smoky eyes misted over with tears, as she looked at the metal collars which encircled the nearest body’s neck.  Long, light brown, stringy hair fell to the sides of the skull which was above that collar.  The collar was strapped to the wall by ropes.  The vacant holes in the skull looked back at her, and their dark recesses were not lit by the flickering light at all.  They were just two black pits accusing her, or warning her, or perhaps pleading with her.  There was no jaw, but only the broken upper teeth were there, partially hidden by a dried-out mask of flesh.  But again, she looked back at the black, empty eye sockets.  They terrified, attracted, and sickened her, all at the same time.  It was almost as if she could be sucked into that blackness herself.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   Claire nearly screamed as she heard Dmitar’s mumbled words.  His voice had broken the spell the dead body had on her.  She reached her foot out and rubbed it alongside of Dmitar’s body.  As she looked at him, he opened one eye, then the other.  His mouth moved into a huge, but silent scream, as he saw then bodies himself.  His tongue licked its way around his dry and cracked lips, but his gaping mouth stayed open.  His eyes were now nearly as widely expanded as his mouth.  
 
    
 
   “Hush,” whispered Claire. “Hush, or it might come back.”
 
    
 
   Dmitar’s brown eyes darted from side to side, and he pulled at his bindings.  His chest was heaving as he breathed rapidly.  After a few tugs, he realized he could not move, and he then just looked at Claire.  He finally closed his mouth, and moved his jaw side to side.  
 
    
 
   “Where?” He croaked out the question.  
 
    
 
   “No idea.” Claire nodded upward.  
 
    
 
   Dmitar’s eyes followed and he saw her bound hands.  Further above her was a platform of some kind which extended back and away from where the children were held captive.  The flickering light was up there somewhere, but he could not see the fixture, only the light as it flickered in an inconsistent way.  It was not the dim light he had learned to live with on the needle ship, nor was the light like that in the fruit orchards, and it was nothing like the warm light from Beta’s sky tube.
 
    
 
   Tears flowed down Dmitar’s face as he looked at Claire and knew she was as trapped as he was.  With all his might, he yanked at his tied hands, but that only caused the ropes to bite more into his flesh.  
 
    
 
   Claire whispered again, “What do we do?”
 
    
 
   Dmitar shook his head.  He had never felt so much fear in his life.  Escaping the devastation of Beta had been horrific, but he had been with his brothers and mother.  Now, he had none of them, but he looked at Claire and felt some strength returning as her smoky-gray eyes seemed to hold a promise of some hope.  He had no idea what that might be, but locking eye contact with her made him feel better.  
 
    
 
   Claire felt that as well.  So, she too looked deeply at Dmitar.  
 
    
 
   “Hello?  Is anyone in here?” a woman’s voice came floating from somewhere.  
 
    
 
   “Help us!” Claire yelled.   
 
    
 
   “Down here.  Oh, thank you!” Dmitar hollered.  
 
    
 
   There were some heavy footsteps on the platform above where the children were, and then a woman appeared.  She was wearing a light brown utility suit, with a fairly large box strapped onto her back.  Down the outsides of her legs were silvery permalloy braces which whirred a bit as she moved.  In her hand was an energy weapon.
 
    
 
   “Oh, thank the stars I have found you!” the woman said and jumped from the platform.  She landed softly, and the braces on her legs absorbed the shock as they bent at the built-in joints of hip, knee, and ankle.  She looked down at the children. “Did one of those creatures bring you here?  Is it still around?” She waved the energy weapon in various directed as she stared at the children.
 
    
 
   “Please get us out of here,” Claire begged.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, of course,” the woman said.  She had pale skin, and a deeply wrinkled face.  Her gray hair was cut in a short bob.  She holstered the energy weapon, and pulled out a handle.  Thumbing a switch, a ten-centimeter, dual-edged blade came out the end.  
 
    
 
   “Oh dear, you poor children,” she said as she slipped the knife into the ropes holding Claire’s wrists.  “Be still while I cut you loose.  You, lad, watch for one of the creatures.  Yell, if you see one.”
 
    
 
   “What are they?” Claire asked as she watched the woman cut the ropes.  
 
    
 
   “They are evil, is what they are,” the woman responded.  As she squatted down, the braces on her legs whirred a bit louder.  Claire looked at the woman whose eyes were sunken with heavy crow’s feet wrinkles at the sides.  Claire could not tell her eye color.  The woman caught Claire looking at her, and just replied, “I will have you free in a moment.  You poor thing, arms up like that.”
 
    
 
   As the ropes parted, Claire’s arms fell to her sides, and felt heavy like weighted sacks.  Her fingers hurt as blood was returning to her hands.  
 
    
 
   “Wiggle your fingers like a good little girl, and get that circulation flowing.  We must get you out of here.” The woman barely gave a glance to the dead bodies nearby, but looked down at Dmitar.  She inserted the knife under the rope that was holding the hand closest to her.  As she did, she stepped forward in her squat.  The braces whirred again as servos and motors adjusted her stance. Dmitar looked at the braces.
 
    
 
   “Oh, my sweet little lad, this is an exoskeleton.  It helps me carry heavy weights, run fast, and leap when I need to.  Do not let a machine frighten you.”  The sharp knife sliced through that rope, and Dmitar rolled over and tried to pull his other hand free.  
 
    
 
   “Little lad, let me cut you free.  Then we must leave here.  Some of those creatures could be back at any moment.”  
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Dmitar said as she cut the last binding.  He sat up, and got somewhat dizzy.  
 
    
 
   “Whoa there,” the woman said, as she caught him with one hand and put the retracted knife away.  “The creature’s venom might have a lingering effect on you.  I will lead you to safety.”
 
    
 
   “I want to go home, please?”
 
    
 
   “I will send you home as soon as it is safe.  Trust me.  First, we need to get you away from here,” the woman picked up Claire and then leaped up.  The exoskeleton caused her movement to be much greater than an unassisted human could do.  Together they landed without harm on the platform.  She gently set Claire down. “Yell, if one of the creatures come.” Then jumped down to get Dmitar.  
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” Dmitar asked.  He looked at her as she picked him up.  Her neck had thick tendons standing out, as she was quite thin.  Her arms were just as skinny, but her hands gripped him with controlled strength.  
 
    
 
   “Let me get you out of here now, precious lad,” the woman said as she leaped to the platform with the boy.  “The creatures prowl around quickly. We do not have much time.”  
 
    
 
   “Those others,” Claire said and tears ran down her face.  She pointed a wobbly finger down toward where she had been tied up.  
 
    
 
   The woman never looked back. “Dear girl, we must leave now.  Can you two walk? Or do you need me to carry you?”
 
    
 
   Dmitar stood, but was a bit shaky.  Claire steadied him, but kept opening and closing her hands.
 
    
 
   “We can walk,” Claire said.  “How do we get home?”  
 
    
 
   “Take my hand, my dear sweet girl, precious lad, you come too.  I will lead you.  There is a very hot place near here, we cannot go through that, but I know a place where we can hide from the creatures.”  The woman had drawn out the energy weapon and held it in one hand.
 
    
 
   “I just want to go home,” Claire complained with tears.  
 
    
 
   “You cannot go home if you are dead,” the woman said bluntly.  Then she grabbed Claire by the hand and pulled her along.  The woman’s other hand held the weapon as she pointed it in various directions.  “Come my sweet girl, follow close dear precious lad.  We must move quickly.  They will get us, if we do not stay close together.”
 
    
 
   Dmitar held onto Claire as they walked along, being pulled by the woman in her exoskeleton.  As she walked the mechanism did not make as many noises.  The hallway did not have any signs of growth medium, or mushrooms.  The flickering light was coming from a ceiling fixture which had fallen halfway out of the ceiling.  They could feel the air moving down the passageway toward where the pit with the fan was located. 
 
    
 
   “I have food, water, and a place to rest,” the woman said as she led them around a corner.  “We really must hurry, before the creatures know you have been rescued.  If we do not get to that safe house right away, well…”  She let the comment trail off, and the children did not ask any more questions.  Their eyes were wide with fear that the creature would reappear at any moment.   
 
    
 
   The halls were getting hotter as they kept walking.  The flickering light was left behind and replaced by dull, emergency lighting of an amber shade.  It was only at the junctions and above about a third of the doors.  Between those places the halls were nearly dark.  
 
    
 
   “Stay to this side of the hallway as we pass those doors ahead,” the woman instructed.  “I know it is frightful to be down here, but I am so happy to have found you.  We were all searching, and we must get away before those creatures come.”
 
    
 
   Several large doors were on the opposite side of the hallway, and heat was radiating from them.  It was oppressively hot, but the woman and the two children made it past the large doors.  Then they turned away from that hallway and passed through a bulkhead doorway.  As that bulkhead door closed the air was much cooler.  The hallway was short, lit by an amber emergency lights, and led to a pressure door which was labeled in white letters.  
 
    
 
   “Repository 997?” Dmitar asked.
 
    
 
   “Oh, a smart lad.  An educated lad.  A literate lad,” the woman said.  “Yes, that is the name of this place.  Once, inside we can lock the doors to be safe from those creatures.”
 
    
 
   The woman entered a code on the nine-section color pad on the door.  The door hissed open.  Beyond was a large chamber.  Except for near the door the chamber was in shambles with pipes, ducts, wiring, and other detritus dangling down from the ceiling.  The children looked over the area, and were surprised by what they saw.  Lights shone down on the front part of the chamber, where there was a workstation, a cracked display screen, and five, illuminated, rectangular, crate-like containers.  Those cuboids were mostly made from semitransparent permalloy and had wires, mechanical components, and tubing attached at various spots.  A sixth such container stood with its end door open, and a table extended out from inside of that.  
 
    
 
   “What is this place?” Claire asked, squinting against the light.
 
    
 
   “My home, and a safe place for you two,” the woman said as she locked the door.  “The creatures have never gotten in here, and be thankful I was able to find you in time.”  She pulled off the exoskeleton leg braces, and set the backpack down on the floor.  The joints and braces all folded down into a neat package which, along with its power pack, all fit into a recessed charging station against the wall.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Dmitar said.  He looked more closely at the chamber and was reminded, in some way he could not articulate, of the Special Care Unit.  He shuddered, but looked at the woman.    
 
    
 
   “That is a good little lad, being grateful.  Yes, a good lad indeed,” The woman said and patted him on the head.  She moved a bit more slowly without the exoskeleton, and was not quite as tall.  Dmitar noted there were footpad parts to the braces which had been strapped beneath her own shoes.
 
    
 
   “I must check my mates, and then I will get you settled in here,” the woman said.  She walked over to the illuminated cuboids and examined each one.    
 
    
 
   Claire and Dmitar looked around. A myriad of similar cuboidal mechanical containers were against both sides, and stacked up to the ceiling.  Those columns and rows stretched into the debris of the far end of the chamber where there was darkness.  Except for the six which were lit up, none of the others had any illumination on them at all.  Some had broken doors hanging from their ends.  In the dim recesses of the back of the chamber, they saw collapsed ceiling materials.  Ducts, pipes, and hoses hung down in a jumbled mess.  Claire doubted she could walk to the end of the chamber because of all the mangled debris which obstructed it.  
 
    
 
   Only after the woman went to each of the illuminated cuboids, and made precise and minute adjustments, did the children realize that inside each of those semitransparent containers was a person lying face-up.  The people were someone obscured, but the outlines of their bodies was visible.  
 
    
 
   “Are they dead?” Claire asked, thinking of the bodies she had seen in the pit. 
 
    
 
   The woman came over and hugged the girl.  “Oh, sweet girl, dear me, no.  They are inside those for a suspended animation.  I was making sure these cocoons are working properly.  We have no synthetic brains here to monitor…oh dear, there I go rambling on.  Listen to me, speaking technical gibberish to you darling children.  Children do not need to know such things.  These mates of mine are just sleeping, and for now, I am their guardian.  We take turns being guardian.”
 
    
 
   “Most of those boxes are broken,” Dmitar stated.  He was thinking of all the destruction he had seen in Beta.  “Was there a crusher here?”  
 
    
 
   “Crusher?” the woman looked perplexed for a moment.  “I guess you could say so.  Yes, this placed got crushed.  That was long ago.  Now the creatures wander around.”  She waved her hands in dismissal of those kind of thoughts.  “But do not fear.  Dear sweet girl, and precious lad, here you are safe.  Well now, look over there.  Back there is your bedroom, and the bath and toilet are just off of that.  Let me make you some supper.  I am sure you are famished after your horrible ordeal.”
 
    
 
   “Please, can we just go home now?” Dmitar asked.  “I miss my brothers and mother.”  
 
    
 
   “Oh, it is not safe with the creatures running about.  They will get you for sure. But in a day or two they will move on, and then I can help you go where you need to go.  My shift as guardian ends in three days, and I will need to take care of you before then, that is for sure.  So, do not worry your beautiful heads a bit.  Just let your Auntie Mariamne take care of your every need.”
 
    
 
   “I want to go home now,” Claire objected.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, of course you do, sweetie.  I truly understand that, yes, I do.  Your Auntie Mariamne understands, but like I said, those creatures are lurking out there.  I was lucky to find you when I did.  Just pure random luck.” Mariamne walked past the children and then turned.  “Well come on, you need to get some rest, and food.  I will make you a delicious and nutritious meal.  You just trust your Auntie Mariamne.”  The smile on her face did not reach her eyes, but the children nodded anyway.
 
    
 
   “Please Auntie Mariamne, take me home now,” Claire begged.  Then she remembered Clark.  “Oh!  Where is Clark?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, where is Clark?” Dmitar echoed.  His eyes were wild as he tried to recall what had happened.
 
    
 
   “A small one, with deformities?” Mariamne said with a flat voice. 
 
    
 
   “Did you see him?  Where is he?” Claire asked.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, dearest girl, and precious lad.  You are all I could find, alive,” Mariamne stated.  She wrapped her arms around the children and squeezed.  “Just you two.”
 
    
 
   Claire began to weep.  But Mariamne knelt down in front of her.  “You are safe. You are here with me now.  Perhaps some of the other searchers found that one?”
 
    
 
   “Do you really think so?” Claire asked, some measure of hope in her smoky-gray eyes.  “Really?”
 
    
 
   “I do.  The creatures do not like muties,” Mariamne replied.  “But now to see to your needs.  Come along.”
 
    
 
   The children walked, hesitantly into the apartment area, and away from the repository.  The threshold to the apartment was roughly cut, and the door welded into place in such a way that Dmitar noted its crude construction.  
 
    
 
   Mariamne, seeing his look stated, “Maybe what you called a crusher did the damage?  That term is not familiar to me, but a bright lad like you will understand that places get broken and need to be fixed.”
 
    
 
   “Well, Beta was so broken, it is gone now,” Dmitar said with a deep frown.  A few tears rolled down his face.  
 
    
 
   Mariamne reached over and tousled his hair.  “Big lads do not cry, be a man now for your Auntie Mariamne.  You are safe here.  The creatures cannot reach you here with me.  In a day or so, I will make sure you go where you need to be.”
 
    
 
   She shepherded the children into the bedroom where there were three bunks.  The side walls had various cupboards, cabinets, and cubbies.  She took the energy weapon off her belt and opened an old-style steel safe set high in the wall.  She set the weapon inside that, and locked the door.  
 
    
 
   “Now, I will make your suppers.  Please use the bathroom, and get all washed up for our meal.  There are some clean smocks hanging on hooks near the tub.  You, dearest girl, you go first.  Bathe in the tub, wash away the filthy marks of your abduction, and dress in a clean smock.  Then the precious lad will follow.  By then your supper will be served.”
 
    
 
   Mariamne almost shoved Claire into the bathroom.  Dmitar sat on one of the bunks, and tried not to cry as he thought about Clark and where they were.  
 
    
 
   “Be strong, precious lad.  After you and the dear girl are clean and dressed we will eat.”
 
    
 
   Mariamne turned and exited the bedroom shutting the door behind her.  
 
    
 
   After a while, Claire came out from the bathroom.  She was scrubbed clean, but her puffy eyes showed she had been crying.  Wrapped about her was an off-white colored smock.  It was long enough to reach her knees, and had a drawstring around the waist.  
 
    
 
   “It felt good to get clean, but I cannot stop thinking about Clark.”
 
    
 
   “Claire, I am thinking about him too,” Dmitar said.  He stepped past her and entered the bathroom.  “I hope he got away.  Maybe someone else did find him.  Auntie Mariamne said there were other searchers out looking for us.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe,” Claire said, but her voice carried no conviction.  “That monster was terrible.”  
 
    
 
   When Dmitar finished bathing, and put on his own smock, he came out.  Together they went to the door.  Claire tried the controls, but the door did not open.  Dmitar could not get it to open either.  
 
    
 
   Just as they were getting a bit worried, the door slid aside, and Mariamne entered.  She was carrying a large tray with steaming, hot foods.  The smells were odd to Claire who had grown up on the needle ship, but to Dmitar the aroma reminded him of roasted pig, and fresh bread.  They were foods he had known only prior to when Beta had been destroyed.  He missed foods like that.  
 
    
 
   “Here is your supper, my sweet girl, and darling lad.  Pork, vegetable, noodle casserole, with buttered rye bread.  Your Auntie Mariamne also brought orange juice and milk.” She walked to the side of the room, and with her foot touched a button.  A table and chairs folded down from the wall.  
 
    
 
   “How do you get food like this?” Dmitar asked.  “I expected rat, or goat.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, my dear lad, here I have a supply of foods in storage.  I can cook just about anything you desire.  It was put away long ago, but will remain ready to prepare for generations to come.”  Mariamne looked at Claire.  “Oh, sweet girl, you have been crying.  Never fear, I will make some special…”
 
    
 
   A claxon went off.  A red light flashed over on a side display. 
 
    
 
   “Oh my, those creatures have gotten beyond the outer perimeter,” Mariamne stated.  Her lips were drawn tightly.  “I will confront them and if possible eliminate them.  Oh, my children, you do need to be safe.  Do not worry about your Auntie Mariamne, I can easily scare them away, at least.  You must remain here.  I will lock you in, so you are safe.  The creatures cannot get all the way in here.  I will not let them take you.”  She quickly left the food on the table, and departed the room.  There was a loud clank as she locked the door from the other side.  
 
    
 
   With the door locking, the claxon shut off, and the red warning light quit flashing.  
 
    
 
   “Will they get us in here?” Claire asked in a trembling voice.  
 
    
 
   “She seems to know what they are,” Dmitar responded.  He was worried, but was trying not to show it in front of Claire.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   6 they are then able to strive for victory
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jerome sat before the display monitors in the Defense and Counter Assault Control workstation.  He still remembered using it for the probes, and was worried about the new functions.  He flexed his arms in callisthenic exercises which cleared away some of the anxiety.  He looked to the small displays which were labeled, “Vindicator Missiles” and “Teleportation Bombs” and “FTL Punchers” and “Willie Cannons” and “Probes.”  Only the display showing probes had any green numbers beneath it.  That green number, five, in the case of the probes, indicated how many were available.  All the other displays had a red zero underneath them.  None of the new weapons were ready, despite a rush on production.
 
    
 
   Jerome closed his eyes, and thought about the babies which were sleeping in the room next-door.  He knew Monika would be tending to them in a loving and compassionate way, but if he could not find an effective method to fight off the Jellies, he feared the worst.  All his imagined and invented anxieties about the Crocks were coming true in the Jellies.  He had to protect his boys, but he felt helpless and impotent.           
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Is there any word on those lost children?” Jerome asked.  He had intended to inquire about the weapons, but the question about the children came out instead.  
 
    
 
   “I have not yet received word that they have been located.  Many people are searching.  Khin and Vesna are the only ones who have com-links.  Others will report using slower methods.  I will inform you when I know more.”
 
    
 
   “And what of the weapons?  How soon can we knock that Jellie ship back where it originated?” Jerome asked.  He kept replaying in his mind the destruction of Zalia he had witnessed, and each time he was more convinced than ever of the danger they were all facing.  He had seen the genocide of an entire planet.  Rage, fear, revenge, angst, and indignation all battled in his heart and mind.    
 
    
 
   “Our goal is not to be in some pugilistic contest between battlewagons like the Battle of Jutland,” Sandie the AI replied.  “We are to…”
 
    
 
   “Battle of what land?” Jerome asked.  His mouth twisted in bafflement.  
 
    
 
   “Forgive me Jerome.  I assumed you would know the reference.  It was a combat situation in a war roughly two-hundred and fifty some years ago.  The records before the Great Event are incomplete, but the Battle of Jutland was a primitive clash between ships built to travel on Earth’s oceans.  Two competing nation’s naval forces met.  One belligerent force was led by someone named Jellicoe, while the other belligerent nation’s navy was led by someone named Scheer.  A total of approximately two hundred fifty ships fought resulting in the deaths of thousands of humans from both combative nations.  Historians are divided on the outcome of the battle, as both sides claimed victory.  In many ways, it was the largest battle between warships in human history.  More lives were lost in the 90 Hour War, by a huge factor, but the Battle of Jutland was a conflict between what, for their era, were the best weapons and defenses available aboard ships specifically designed for military operations.”
 
    
 
   “And we are not even a military designed warship,” Jerome replied.  “Is the Jellie ship designed for military or combat use?  Are we facing a warship from those Jellie aliens?”
 
    
 
   “We have limited information.  However, I conjecture that is a high probability,” Sandie replied.  “I say that while I continue to review the Zalian materials on the Jellies.  From what I can gather, and admittedly it is from the Zalian perspective, but the Jellies do seem to be a species which is focused on war, aggression, and hostility.”
 
    
 
   “And we saw what their satellite system did to Zalia and the Crocks,” Jerome replied.  “So why have the Jellies not found us?  I am not complaining, but if they are militant hunters, why has this last flight of the Conestoga gotten this far?”
 
    
 
   “That is an excellent question,” Sandie replied. “My best conjecture is that it is due to multiple factors.  First, the Jellie craft has been following the trail left by that Zalian spaceship. That may mean the Jellies believe that its activity was a priority.  Second, we are not leaving much of a discernable trail.  At least, from what I conjecture their methods of tracking might be.  That leads me to believe they may not be actively pursuing us at the present time.  Third, there is a possibility that the Jellies do not care that we have escaped.  Although this is a low probability conjecture, there are indications in the Zalian records that the Jellie’s prime targets have been species which are utilizing faster-than-light travel.”  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry and I came here in an FTL scout,” Jerome responded.  He was not sure how to feel about the implied idea that humans were not worthy of pursuit.
 
    
 
   “That is true,” Sandie replied. “However, I have seen no indication in any of the Zalian records that the Jellies actually know humanity possesses a form of FTL technology.  As I said before, the Jellies do appear to have a knowledge that humanity exists, but they may be under the impression that our voyage will take decades and decades to complete.  From a Jellie perspective, they might feel they have plenty of time to find us later somewhere along the way.”
 
    
 
   “So, if we can just sneak to the Cosmic Crinkle, we may escape without any fighting at all?  That would be awesome!” Jerome said.  He had hope for his sons, and felt some encouragement.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that would be ideal.  It also leads me to my fourth point, which involves the Cosmic Crinkle.  The records show that the Jellies did attack every Zalian ship which had traveled outside of the Zalian home world’s solar system.  Only one ship did return, and I believe we saw the last flight of that Zalian ship when it saved us and set us on this pathway through the heavens.  The Cosmic Crinkle though, does not seem well documented in the information about the Jellies. From my observations, the Jellie ship we are facing did not pass through the Cosmic Crinkle.  Therefore, I conjecture it has a different method of traversing space than the Zalians did.  It must also have a different method of surpassing the light-speed barrier than what our FTL scout used.  I still am unable to conjecture how the Jellies have gotten around the mathematical limitations on mass which our FTL methods have encountered.”
 
    
 
   “Well, we are dealing with three different views and sentient species: Human, Zalian, and Jellie.  They are bound to have vast differences, since they evolved in isolation on different worlds.  And as you pointed out, humans were historically terrible combatants and they are of the same species.  That is not limited to history either.  We have seen that lived out on the Conestoga a bunch of time.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we have,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Aliens will be even harder to understand. I made some false assumptions about the Crocks, and learned my lesson for sure.  They saved us, and I thought they were enemies.  Concerning aliens, I think we have to be open to all possibilities.  I have begun to challenge all my own assumptions.  For my assumptions are my windows on the world. I am trying to scrub them off and make sure the permalloy is clear, otherwise I will not see the world accurately.”  Jerome stretched and looked again at the red numbers which showed he had almost no way to defend the Conestoga on this flight. “Sandie, assuming the Jellies are hostile, and they certainly were to the Zalians, we will need weapons to fight back.”  He glanced at the opposite side of the large display where smaller displays showed the flight status and equipment.  “We have the repulsor systems and the microparticle turrets.  How effective would they be against that Jellie ship?”
 
    
 
   “That depends on a great many factors which we…” Sandie was interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, the Jellie ship is again on the move,” Eris interrupted though the display system.  Her face was on one half of the central display screen.  “It is heading this direction.  It is a different trajectory than last time.  I am relaying our imagery to your station.  Do we have anything we can fire at the Jellies, if it comes to a fight?”
 
    
 
   “I have the five probes,” Jerome said as he looked at the central display.  “And the repulsor system with microparticle turrets.  No other weapons are ready.”
 
    
 
   Eris’ golden eyes narrowed a bit and she frowned.  “That is what the lattice of compeers reported, but I had hoped you had something completed which was not in their system.  The main drive could be tried, but that is almost a guaranteed give-away of our position.  They might not know where we are.”  
 
    
 
   “Why else would they be coming this direction?”  The display showed that the purplish-blue, oblong, Jellie ship was moving away from the planet Zalia.  The display was also showing range and velocity.  The Conestoga was crawling along in comparison to the Jellie ship.  
 
    
 
   “The Jellie ship is rapidly approaching us,” Eris stated.  “Hold your fire until I give the signal.  I repeat, do not fire those probes until you hear from me.”  On the display, it was clear Eris was moving about on the bridge, making adjustments to controls, and reviewing systems.  Jerome saw Eris looking at another display screen where Siva’s image was portrayed.  He could not hear what she was saying.  
 
    
 
   Sweat began to bead on his forehead.  Jerome wiped it away with the back of his hand.  His other palm was resting on the manual firing controls for the first probe.  He knew it would take about five minutes for the next probe to be placed into a launch position after he fired the first one.  He wondered if they would survive that long.  His fingers trembled a bit on the controls.    
 
    
 
   “The most effective range of the probe, used as a ballistic slug weapon, begins at seven thousand meters.  That is where its maximum speed is achieved.  The probe cannot structurally tolerate faster speeds, as the gravity pulse engine will cease to function due to vibrations.  Therefore, its maximum total linear momentum is achieved at seven thousand meters and beyond,” Sandie reported.  “I am still unable to fully analyze the components of the Jellie ship, so I cannot estimate impact and damage potentialities.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, you said you could throw a shade of the Conestoga, are you ready to do that?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris,” Sandie replied.  “I can throw that shade illusion up to one thousand kilometers away from here.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, stand ready to throw that shade, make it back toward the planet, so it looks like we are behind that Jellie ship,” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  I am awaiting your command,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, be prepared to fire the probe, and the others afterward, just as fast as you can, but only on my command,” Eris said.  “The Jellies are still approaching, but it might not be an attack.”
 
    
 
   Jerome bit his lip to hold back an argument.  “Understood, Eris,” he croaked out.  He had been wrong before, about the Crocks, and he mentally knew he needed to trust Eris, but his emotions were screaming at him.  She was just a teenager.  He needed to strike now, before the Jellies got any closer.  His fingers were trembling ever so slightly over the probe’s firing controls.  He wrestled his emotions and his urges to act.
 
    
 
   “Siva, be ready to run your test on the main drive.  If we have to fight, we will run at the same time, but only on my command,” Eris was speaking toward a different display screen, and this time she had not muted Jerome’s ability to hear it.  
 
    
 
   “Right Eris, but no guarantees. The energy flux is still giving bizarre readings on some tests, the concentrator is marginal, but the alignment on the ejectors is as good as I can make it,” Siva replied.  “Give me the word, and I will get this carousel moving as best I can.”   
 
    
 
   For a few more tense moments there was silence, and they all were watching as the purplish-blue Jellie ship sped toward them.
 
    
 
   Jerome was grappling with his emotions, and wanted so badly to strike back at the Jellies.  Waiting was terribly hard.  He had watched them turn the chartreuse green of the planet Zalia into a dusty tan ball of death, and that was too much like the Earth.  Jerome wanted vengeance, but he still hesitated, as his mind waged war with his emotions.  He did remember Cammarry’s overreactions, and that helped him to refrain and trust Eris.  
 
    
 
   “Still approaching,” Eris stated.  “Be prepared, everyone.”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI broke the silence.  “Do not do anything!  I think I know where it is heading.”
 
    
 
   “What?” Eris yelped.  
 
    
 
   “It is heading for us!” Jerome cried out.  “Nearly on top of us.”
 
    
 
   “Not exactly,” Sandie stated.  “Look at your displays.”
 
    
 
   The displays shifted to an animation of what was happening outside in space.  The Jellie ship was still approaching, and on this new animation, a purple dotted line was projecting its trajectory out from its front.  That purple dotted line nearly, but not quite, intersected the light green dotted line which projected the trajectory of the Conestoga.  
 
    
 
   “See there is not an intersection of the flightpaths, instead, I conjecture the Jellie ship’s target is fourteen kilometers away from our slight path,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   “They are on an attack run!” Jerome cried.  “We should fight back now!”
 
    
 
   “No!” Eris snapped.  “Sandy what are you saying?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “The flightpaths of both ships will be close, but the Jellie ship may not be heading here.  Observe closely along the Jellie’s predicted path.  There is an object.  The original Dome 17 robotic probe is drifting in space at that location.  I believe that is the real target of the Jellie’s activity.”
 
    
 
   “That junk cannot be what they are after,” Jerome interjected.  He felt a hand on his shoulder.  Monika quietly sat down in the control chair next to him.  
 
    
 
   “I conjecture the old robotic probe is its target. It is directly on the trajectory of the Jellie ship.  Remember, the robotic probe left a wake, or remnant from its faster-than-light travel.  Perhaps the Jellies are zeroing in on that somehow?  However, that conjecture of the robotic probe as the Jellie’s target is not a guarantee,” Sandie stated.  “It is my best, and I hate to use the term, but it is my best guess.”  
 
    
 
   “Eris if we wait, we will lose out best punch at that Jellie ship,” Jerome countered.  “If they fire first, we might not get another chance.  I say we shoot now.”
 
    
 
   Sweated beaded on Eris’ forehead.  The muscles across the small of her back were tight, yet her face was controlled.  “Do not fire.  Not yet.  I am not sure our current best punch will do anything except give us away.”
 
    
 
   Jerome began to argue, but the pressure on his shoulder increased.  Monika’s sensuous touch flowed into him, and he had the power to restrain himself.  Although his fingers were still poised on the fire control buttons.  
 
    
 
   “The Jellie ship is now passing seven-thousand-meter distance and still closing,” Monika said and nodded to Jerome as he glanced at her.  Then she whispered, “The boys are asleep.”
 
    
 
   Jerome pulled his hand back, knowing they had missed the best opportunity to fight back.  Yet, he was still ready to launch that first probe.  “I am holding back.  But I believe the automatic repulsor system will kick in at two thousand meters, if it is functional again.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “It has been repaired.  Jerome is correct it will engage shortly.”
 
    
 
   Eris barked out a command, “Lattice, shut down repulsor system.  NO firing. Repeat, NO FIRING! Do not engage any target.  Shut it down now!”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka replied, “Repulsor system disengaged.”
 
    
 
   “Eris, this is a huge wager, if you are wrong…” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   “If I am wrong we will die,” Eris replied.  “I do not think I am wrong, but I know we are not ready for a fight.  Not yet.”
 
    
 
   “The Jellie ship is now fifteen hundred meters, and slightly veering away from our course,” Monika stated.  Everyone was watching the same readouts, but she felt it necessary to announce it.  That eased her own worries and fears, for the twin boys who were in the next room, as well as for Jerome.  She caressed his shoulder.  “The Jellie is still on track for the robotic probe from Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “Surely, they will see us, being this close.  We are huge compared to that probe,” Jerome said tersely.  Sweat was pooling in the small of his back.  Had he been wearing the RAM clothing this would have been wicked away, but as it was it stuck his basic dungarees to his skin.  “They will see us.”
 
    
 
   “Not necessarily.  Mass alone is not the deciding factor here.  The robotic probe is still emitting some residual energy patterns and signals, even though its systems failed some time ago,” Sandie stated.  “Those lingering traces, as well as the waves made by its FTL drive, might be the focus of the Jellies.  By comparison, the Conestoga is relatively dark.  The lattice of compeers and I have masked as many places as possible to improve our stealthy movements.  A large black object can hide much better in the darkness than a small illuminated bulb.”
 
    
 
   The Jellie ship passed by the Conestoga without any signs of deviation from its predicted flightpath.  When it got near the free floating robotic probe, the Jellie ship stopped.  It was only ninety-two meters away from the robotic probe.  
 
    
 
   The color purple, which had been consistently emitted from the Jellie ship fluctuated.  It brightened with more blues hues to it.  The displays magnified the activity of the Jellie ship.  Several spheres were expelled in some fashion from the Jellie ship.  A pulsing glow came from those spheres as they moved away from the Jellie ship toward the robotic probe.  There was no visible method of propulsion, yet those spheres moved in a coordinated manner.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, analyze everything we are seeing,” Jerome commanded.  
 
    
 
   “I have been doing that ever since the sling launch,” Sandie replied.  “I am getting some fascinating findings.”
 
    
 
   The two spheres had emanations come out from them.  The display’s magnification changed in a flicker, and a closer perspective showed long tentacle-like extensions coming out from the spheres.  They wrapped around parts of the robotic probe and then the two spheres carried the robotic probe back toward the Jellie ship.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, can you remotely overheat the power supply in the robotic probe?  Or cause some other malfunction which would result in an explosion?” Jerome asked.  “This could be a wonderful Horse of Troy if they take the robotic probe inside that Jellie ship.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “Unfortunately, there is no way to do what you suggest.  But the idea of a Trojan Horse was a good one.”
 
    
 
   “You cannot just start the robotic probes FTL engine while it is in there, can you?” Jerome pressed.  “Anything to cause some harm to that Jellie ship from the inside?  Anything?”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s response was a slight bit slower than typical.  “No, I cannot do anything like that.  I would if there was some method to activate something along those lines, but, unfortunately, there is not.  The robotic probe had a limited lifespan, and limited capabilities.  Its FTL drive is inoperative, but that was an excellent idea.  It seems that the Cosmic Crinkle may have also done damage which further weakened the robotic probe.”
 
    
 
   With several bright flashes of a bluish-purple light, the Jellie ship absorbed the two spheres and the robotic probe.  The light then intensified, and in a surprising dash, the Jellie ship flew off.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, what will they learn about us from that Dome 17 artifact?” Monika asked.  Just then a baby began to cry.  Monika looked at Jerome.  
 
    
 
   Nodding his head, he said, “I will check on them.  I will call you if they need feeding.”
 
    
 
   “I pumped a while back.  There are several bottles in storage. Use them if needed,” Monika replied.  “You look like you could use a break from this stress anyway.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I love those boys.” A tear ran down his face.  “I thought…”
 
    
 
   “Your old robotic probe saved us, now go.” Monika’s beautiful smile cinched the deal.  
 
    
 
   Jerome mouthed the words, “Thank you.”  He walked off talking to himself.  “Saved again by a probe.  Interesting. Learning is about questioning, studying, and probing everything around us. We probe, and, if we get very lucky, we get strange clues, to a mystery.”  He picked up the fussy baby, rocked it, and kept speaking to himself, but used soothing and calm tones.  The baby stopped crying a moment later, and Jerome’s stress dropped.
 
    
 
   Monika smiled as she heard the giggling of one of her sons.  
 
    
 
   “Monika brings up a great question,” Eris said.  “How much will those Jellie raiders learn about us from that probe?”
 
    
 
   “It is all Dome 17 technology, so they will learn very little about the Conestoga directly,” Sandie replied.  “It is possible, although I conjecture it a low possibility, that they may conclude that the probe was what was reported by their satellite system.  From the Zalian records, I conjecture a strong probability that the Jellies already have some kind of platform of knowledge about humanity.  My biggest concern is that the robotic probe does have FTL capability, which the Jellies appear to prize highly.  If they assign that FTL technology to humans, which would be a valid connection on their part, then they may very well be more aggressive about pursuing us.  Simply put, to the Jellies we may be elevated as a more valuable prey.”
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka reported, “The Jellie ship is making a course correction.  They are heading for the location of the Cosmic Crinkle.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   7 Know yourself, know the enemy
 
    
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna slept in shifts that first night of the search.  They had climbed down the ladder which was inside the chute.  Vesna did not tell Khin that another symbol he claimed to have read, did not say ladder, but rather, ‘Manuel Access’ and she saw no reason to do so.  His reading was accurate enough.  He had provided a method of descending.  It was a long and difficult climb down, as several places had rubbish jammed across the chute.  That junk had to be kicked, pried, and or pulled apart with brute strength, all without falling from the ladder.  After reaching the deck where the ladder ended, and the chute dropped directly downward, Khin opened a side door in the chute’s shaft. They climbed out, and were exhausted.  The corridor they had reached stretched off in both directions as far as they could see.
 
    
 
   The distant sound of goats was heard as they scampered quickly away.  Insects rose from the mushrooms, and buzzed around in an annoying manner.  
 
    
 
   “How far have we descended,” Vesna asked, as she swatted the insects away. 
 
    
 
   “To where we needed to be.  That chute drops to the sludge pile.  Here we will sleep, before we go to the Land of Bad Air,” Khin replied with a chuckle.  “We will open that door, and inside we might find a treasure.”
 
    
 
   The door Khin indicated had been shut for a long while.  In the ever-present and dim light, they could see that the growth medium was splashed up against it, and the fungal growth was thick and undisturbed.  Water had run down the wall, but the air vents, where the water trickle originated, were unusually high.  There were fewer vents in the walls of that corridor than was typical on the needle ship.  
 
    
 
   Khin approached the door.  He peered at the symbols on it, but did not recognize any of them.  Vesna looked, and the door was labeled, “Treadle Adjustment and Refinement” but that did not help her to understand what was inside.  
 
    
 
   “Do we open this?” Vesna asked cautiously.  “Your parents warned about not opening every door.”
 
    
 
   “You listen!” Khin said and grabbed Vesna and whirled her around.  His joy was evident.  
 
    
 
   “How can I not listen, when you talk and laugh so much?” Vesna replied.  “Is it safe?” She looked at the door.  It seemed to be a typical pressure door, but the nine-section color pad was dark, and lacking power.
 
    
 
   Khin put his head against the door and listened.  Then he sniffed all around the door.  He just smiled.  
 
    
 
   “Well, how do we get that door to open?” Vesna asked.  She yawned.
 
    
 
   “It smells safe.  It sounds safe.  It probably is safe.”  Khin took out his knife and precisely set it against the side of the nine-section color control pad.  Then suddenly he smacked it hard, and the knife slipped behind the controls.  The door jerked open, about a third of the way.
 
    
 
   Vesna quickly drew out her revolver, and aimed it at the emptiness which had been revealed by the light from within.  
 
    
 
   “Nothing exploded, or bad air came out.  I will go in.” Khin stepped inside.  
 
    
 
   Vesna followed.  The room was medium sized, but very tall, with three, still working, spotlights set into the ceiling.  Along one wall, were numerous huge gears.  There were also I-beam shafts of permalloy running in vertical positions.  The I-beams tapered into rod shapes at the very top where they exited the room through sphincters in the ceiling.  Tight fitting materials sealed around them.  The I-beams were connected into huge gears at their lower ends where the I-beam flattened out to make contact with the gear.  It looked like as the gears would turn, the I-beams would raise and lower.  Along the flanges of each I-beam were wheeled trolleys which could roll up and down on the I-beams.  These trolleys were sitting at various heights, none at the same level as the others.  On the side of each trolley was a lever with a strap hanging down.  Those straps were frayed but came all the way to the floor where pedals connected onto them.  These floor pedals were at different angles and had small gears at the side whose teeth connected to yet smaller gears set in perpendicular arrangements.  Many of the gears had thick gunk jammed into their teeth.  All the floor pedals were connected by a thin rod that ran the length of the room and out both walls at the ends.  There was a somewhat faded, dotted yellow line painted on the floor which was parallel to the rod.  Streams of rust colored some of the softer metal parts of the apparatus. 
 
    
 
   “What a great machine!” Vesna said.  “What does it do?”
 
    
 
   “Machines do what machines do.”  Khin looked at it for a moment. “This one is not so great, it is not doing anything.”
 
    
 
   “I mean great like in big, not like in helpful.  What was it supposed to do?  If it was turned on?” Vesna asked.  
 
    
 
   “I do not know.  The wizards might know.  Should I ask Sandie the spirit-ghost?”
 
    
 
   “No need.  I am too tired for one of those long explanations anyway.  I see no other doors, so this is a good place to sleep.  Unless the machine turns on.”  She looked at the gears and treadles, and then stated, “It will not turn on.  It is greatly ruined.”   
 
    
 
   “Vesna, you are the great one.  You sleep first, I will watch for monsters.  The door I opened will not shut without energy, or power.  So, I will watch first,” Khin said.  
 
    
 
   And so, one slept while the other stood watch.  Then they changed roles, and got through that sleeping period.  
 
    
 
   “Our slumbering time is over,” Khin announced as he woke up later.  Vesna was on guard.  “Vesna, our quest continues.  Day two of five.  The next place is the Land of Bad Air.  Let me ask Sandie the spirit-ghost if we need to go on.”  He tapped the com-link.  “Sandie?  Sandie?  Have the lost children been found?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied through the area audio of Khin’s com-link.  “No.  The children are still missing.  I will notify you immediately upon their recovery.  I am also tracking you and Vesna, and if you need my assistance please do not hesitate to ask.”
 
    
 
   “Right!” Khin laughed.  “Now we go to the Land of Bad Air.”  His humor diminished as he said the name.  
 
    
 
   Vesna scrunched up her face. “I trust you Khin, but why are we coming here?  Would it not be better to hunt, by starting where the children were last seen?”
 
    
 
   “No, and yes.  Yes, if we were hunting rats, or cavies, or goats,” Khin replied. “This is a quest!  So no, we let those others hunt where the children were lost.  If there was no monster, those children will be found by them.  We do not chase animals, or a wandering child. Instead, we are on a quest for a monster.  So, we go where monsters roam, and then sniff around to see if children were brought here too.”
 
    
 
   They squeezed out of the Treadle Room, or so Vesna thought of it.  Khin seemed to know where they were heading, and she followed as he chose the path down the corridor in what to her seemed a random way.  Almost every doorway they passed looked as if it had not been opened for a very long time.  The passage felt lonely and abandoned by humanity.  Insects were everywhere.  An occasional rat was seen, and Khin did make a gesture toward them as if he was flicking his spear, or throwing an object.  She knew he enjoyed hunting rats, and eating them.  But Khin, was also more serious than normal, and he was even somewhat wary as they stopped before just darting around a corner.    
 
    
 
   “The Land of Bad Air is up here,” Khin pointed as they reached a stairway.  
 
    
 
   “We are going up?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is the only way to go to the Land of Bad Air.  I know of no other way except by coming up from this place,” Khin motioned and he then started up the stairs.  There the growth medium was also stuck heavily onto the steps, with thick fungal foliage. Water ran down on the left side of the stairs.  Vesna followed as Khin walked up two flights.
 
    
 
   At the top, there was a strange door, the type of which Vesna had never seen before.  It had a large wheel sticking out from its center.  The wheel had grips all along its outside.  There had once been some kind of inscription above the door, but it was abraised off in the past.  A busted pipe hung from above and had swung repeatedly over and over across that softer metal frame which obliterated the inscription. Vesna looked around, and the landing they were on was in poor repair.  The stairs leading further upward were impassible due to a side wall which had caved in.  She wondered what kind of immense force had shoved down the permalloy of that wall, and feared a gravity sink hole.  However, when she looked closer, the rubble looked almost melted, not crushed or broken.  Vesna tried to reassure herself that the gravity sink holes had only been seen in Beta, but that was hard to totally accept.       
 
    
 
   “We spin this wheel, and the door comes open.  I warn you, my Vesna, this is the entrance to the Land of Bad Air.  It smells bad.  The air is not good for breathing.  We will need to hurry though, or we might fall, and never get up.  Also, the lighting will be very low.  I can see well enough in here, but I do not know if you can.  Your eyes are adjusted to that Beta place, which was so bright I needed goggles.  So, stay with me.”  Khin then had a surprised look on his face.  “Oh, I have a cord!”  He reached into one of his pouches and brought forth a cord whose diameter was less than half the width of his smallest finger.  He unwound it and tied it to his own belt, and then to Vesna’s belt.  “This will keep us connected.”
 
    
 
   “Khin, how did you find this place the first time?” 
 
    
 
   Khin laughed and bowed his head.  He looked at the floor.  “A fat goat and a ghost showed me this place.”
 
    
 
   “What?  A ghost and a goat?”
 
    
 
   Khin nodded, and laughed a bit.  “I was chasing a fat goat.  It went into a small place, and I crawled after it.  The floor broke under me and the goat and I fell.  I tumbled and rolled and fell some more.  It was a long fall.  Not fun like flying.  I had to then crawl through long tunnels, and sometimes had to turn around and crawl back to start over.  One tunnel I crawled in was very tight, and as I crawled forward, I came to a pair of legs which belonged to a dead man.  He had crawled all that way and just died.  But he had some tools, and a rope, which I took.  The end of the rope was tied all around his body, and I could not get it loose.  I did not have my knife or anything else to cut it, because my knife was lost in my fall.  The ghost’s tools were not for cutting.  So, I had the dead man’s ghost tools, and the loose end of his rope.  As I was backing up, I found a place on the wall where his tools fit, and unlocked.  I opened that place in the wall.  I always wonder why he did not do that, but he did not.  That place opened to the chute we used.  I recognized the smell of that chute, and knew I was way below familiar places. That was before I learned of the ladder.  I did not yet know then how to read to get the ladder to come out.  But I used the rope which was connected to the dead man, the ghost was holding it tightly.  His body was struck fast in that tunnel, and it worked as an anchor for me.  Since I could not go up, I slid down until I got to that place where the chute drops straight down.  I got out of the chute and into that tall corridor.  Just after I got out of the chute, the rope fell from above.  The ghost must have let go.  But he helped me get where I was.  I never did get that fat goat.  I never could find that ghost body again.”          
 
    
 
   “Strange.  I cannot follow that tale.  Where was that man from?  Was he from your Goat People?” Vesna asked.  
 
    
 
   “Oh no. He was a wizard, I think.  Maybe a stupid wizard?” Khin answered.  “I used to think he was a wanderer, or someone like that, because I thought wizards could not die.  But after knowing Jerome and Cammarry, can I say their names?” He laughed a bit.  “After knowing them and being on Wizard Quests, I can see how a wizard could die.  So, now I think he was a wizard.  But when I knew him he was a ghost.  Do we open this door now?”
 
    
 
   “I am ready if you are,” Vesna stated, and brushed some of her red hair back.  She tucked it behind her ear, the one without her com-link.  
 
    
 
   “We run fast, but hold your breath!” Khin laughed as he spun the wheel on the door.  It made a gravelly popping noise as it turned.  Then the whole door opened with a waft of extremely foul smelling air.  The lip’s edge stuck to the door, and acted almost as if it did not want to release from the frame.  
 
    
 
   Beyond was shadowy darkness and rolling columns of steam which came up from below.  That steamy fog curled around the pipes which ran along the ceiling.  Khin pulled at Vesna and took off running.  The cord between them was only about three meters long, and Vesna kept up as together they sprinted into the Land of Bad Air.  
 
    
 
   The temperature was one factor which Khin had failed to mention.  As they rushed ahead, Khin leading, Vesna was surprised that what she had thought was steam was actually something else.  The hazy air was cold, clammy, and made her flesh itch.  
 
    
 
   Vesna had never seen any place in Beta which looked like this weird space.  The ceiling was low, barely two meters high, and felt lower with the rolling clouds of the cold steam-like fog.  They ran in a crouch and turned several corners.  Vesna tapped on her com-link and a beam of light shinned forth, but that illuminated the dust motes, particles, and junk in the air too much.  The brighter light actually made it harder to see.  Khin turned around and motioned for her to shut off the light, and she did.  
 
    
 
   A pressure door was sitting wrenched off its tracks and partially blocking a passage.  Thick, heavy, and cloudy gasses wrapped around their feet and obscured the floor.  Khin ducked through around that broken pressure door, and they came to different passageway.  This opening was one only a half-meter wide.  Beyond, the corridor looked to be long.  A green light was at the far end, but it all looked hazy and other-worldly.  Vesna was tempted to inhale, but clenched her teeth and refused to give him.  Turning sideways, her gear getting a bit in the way, she followed Khin’s example and sidled as quickly as possible toward that opposite end.  
 
    
 
   Khin looked back as he reached the far end.  Another of the strange doors with the wheels was located there.  Khin’s cheeks were puffed out and he looked to Vesna who was getting light-headed and dizzy.  With one strong arm, he held her up. 
 
    
 
   With his other arm, Khin spun the wheel, and the door pushed open.  It moved sluggishly and Khin shouldered it open all the way.  Stepping though the threshold, he pulled Vesna after him.  She fell to the deck.  He used all his strength to shut the door and spin the wheel.  There was a clanking and grinding as the door sealed, locked, and set itself into place again.  
 
    
 
   “Breath now!” Khin spit out.  He took great gasps of air into his lungs.  “Breath Vesna!”
 
    
 
   She sputtered and coughed, but took some lungsful of the air that was much better than what they had just escaped.  Her eyes were watering, nose was running, eyes were stinging, and it was tough to see what was around her.  Khin’s bright brown eyes were twinkling at her as she tried to focus on him.  
 
    
 
   “Khin?” She gasped, barely able to get enough air to make audible words.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am here.  We made it through the Land of Bad Air!” He laughed and wiped some of the snot from her face.  
 
    
 
   Vesna’s eyes grew huge, and she pointed her fingers.  
 
    
 
   A gray form dropped down from above, and it was blurry to Vesna’s sight.  Yet, she knew something was not right. 
 
    
 
   “KHIN DUCK!” Sandie’s voice bellowed from both com-links.  
 
    
 
   Claws ripped Khin’s shirt as he fell onto Vesna, trying to protect her from whatever it was that had prompted Sandie’s warning.  
 
    
 
   “Yoooch!” Khin yelled as blood began pouring down from the four deep gashes in his back.  
 
    
 
   Blam!  Vesna fired her revolver, but did so nearly blindly.  She hugged Khin to her, and fired with the other hand.  Blam!
 
    
 
   Her shots went into the ceiling over them, but were nowhere near what had attacked them.  She hugged Khin tightly, and blinked her eyes rapidly, trying to clear them of the foul air which was so irritating. 
 
    
 
   A shrieking yowl echoed about the corridor, but neither Khin nor Vesna could tell from where it originated.  
 
    
 
   Blam!
 
    
 
   Vesna fired again.  Her only concern was that she not shoot into Khin, and she knew her gun hand was not aimed at him.  
 
    
 
   “Get away from us!” Vesna finally yelled out.  
 
    
 
   Khin kissed her quickly on the cheek and extricated himself from her hug.  “I can see.”  He stepped away.  “I will check.”
 
    
 
   Vesna was unsure of where Khin was, so she did not fire again.  She struggled to her feet, but was a bit dizzy from the fumes.  With her unoccupied hand, she wiped at her eyes, but that only made them more blurry.  
 
    
 
   “I do not see it.  What was here?” Khin asked.  He had his short spear out and held it in a position ready to be hurled.  “What bit me?”
 
    
 
   “I could not see it,” Vesna answered.  
 
    
 
   “It was a large, furry beast, and its claws raked you.  You were not bitten,” Sandie replied without being asked.  “It moved very swiftly, and I only got a glimpse of it via Vesna’s com-link.  I am running an analysis and comparisons, but the beast is not in any of my databases.”
 
    
 
   “Khin, pull off your shirt, you are bleeding, I can feel that.” Vesna stated as she touched his back.  
 
    
 
   “First, I need your eyes,” Khin said.  He splashed water from his container all over her forehead and face.  “Do not touch it.  Your hands make it worse.”
 
    
 
   As the water poured and ran over Vesna’s eyes, they were flushed clear.  She began to see where they were.  It was an odd corridor.  The basic shape was hexagonal, a floor, ceiling and then two angular walls on each side.  Those side walls, had a handrail where the angles met.  The floor, lower walls, and ceiling were a faded light green color with spots of corrosion and pitting scattered about. The upper section of wall was from expanded metal, almost thin enough to be called a mesh, and behind that could be seen various pipes, wiring, and a vast multitude of other utilities.  Many sections of the expanded metal were broken out, or hanging by hinges, or bent from severed connectors.  
 
    
 
   “It jumped us from up there,” Vesna stated. “But I must tend to your back.  I can see better now.”
 
    
 
   “I will watch for the monster,” Khin said and quickly undid his ruined shirt.  He also opened a pouch on his belt and grabbed out a small blue package.  
 
    
 
   Vesna was using Khin’s shirt as a compress on the long gashes which had been raked down his back.
 
    
 
   “These wounds are about twenty-five centimeters long, but not as deep as I fear at first. What are you doing?” Vesna asked as she pressed the crudely folded shirt onto the wounds.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome gave me these things.  I have three of them.  He called them trauma gel and said they would help heal stuff if I got hurt.” Khin ripped one package open and then swallowed everything inside it.  “It is like his food, no taste.”
 
    
 
   “Are you to eat it or put it on the wound?”  
 
    
 
   Khin giggled a bit.  “I do not remember what he said for sure.  It was something from his home place.  Can it hurt to eat?”
 
    
 
   “Trauma gel is safe for internal and external uses,” Sandie stated.
 
    
 
   “That makes sense, knowing Jerome and Cammarry.”  Under the pressure of the compresses and the influence of the trauma gel Khin had ingested, the bleeding soon stopped.  During that time, Vesna’s eyes also cleared so she could see nearly as well as she did normally.  Yet, though they watched intently, there was no further sign of the thing that had attacked them in the hexagonal corridor.
 
    
 
   “My Khin, was that what took the children?” Vesna asked as she unfolded the shirt.  Its caked and drying blood made opening and unfolding it difficult.  
 
    
 
   “That was a monster, that is certain.  We must find its lair, and burn out every hair,” Khin replied.  “The children may still be alive.  My mother once said, ‘Lost children may be alive, even up to day number five.’”
 
    
 
   “Was she speaking about monsters or just being lost?” Vesna asked. 
 
    
 
   “Well, old tales and rumors speak about children being gone for five days, but I am not sure why they were gone.  Mostly it seems that unless they are found before five days, they die.  My Vesna, that is really the first monster I have seen,” Khin laughed a bit and flexed his back muscles.  The trauma gel was helping, but he was very sore, and the injury limited his range of motion.  
 
    
 
   “Where do we go from here?” Vesna asked.  
 
    
 
   “I think I can follow the monster by its smell,” Khin said and took some deep sniffs.  “It has a smell unlike anything I have smelled before.  I think we must follow this monster, and maybe find the children.  Children or not, this monster must die.  But we must find it, kill it, and burn down its lair.  Burn out every hair.”
 
    
 
   “My Khin, together we can do this.  Did the monster smell like the children?” Vesna asked.  “Has it already killed them? It nearly killed you.”  
 
    
 
   “I do not know.  It is odd.  The smell is different.  That was part of its strangeness.  It smelled like lots of things, and like nothing I have smelled before,” Khin replied.  He then kissed Vesna on the cheek.  “Many times, you have saved me.  Thank you.  Come on, we must track it down.”
 
    
 
   Khin stuffed his bloodied shirt into a pouch and pulled out and reshuffled his other equipment.  
 
    
 
   Vesna reloaded her revolver.  
 
    
 
   Together, they walked down the hexagonal corridor.  The broken expanded metal panels which comprised the upper sections of the walls allowed for many spaces where things could climb in and get between the ducts, pipes, and other utilities.  So, they moved cautiously.  
 
    
 
   As they progressed, the illumination got less and less, and fewer and fewer of the ceiling fixtures were working.  There was little sign of growth medium, or of the water which should be flowing down the walls.  
 
    
 
   Khin was in the lead, and Vesna was close behind and they were watching every nook and cranny on both sides of the corridor.  As they walked, a dull tapping sound started up.  It echoed from somewhere ahead of them.  
 
    
 
   “Khin?” Vesna whispered. “Is that the monster?”
 
    
 
   Khin turned around and got very close to her and there was no laughing at all.  “I am not sure.  I can still smell it, but there are more chemical kinds of smells now.  It is harder to tell where it went.”
 
    
 
   “How big was it?” Vesna asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie responded via the private channel for both of the com-links.  “I conjecture the attacker was right at two meters tall.  That is not a precise measurement because I only got a glimpse of it.  I have thoroughly reviewed the information I have, as well as the database in the lattice of compeers.  The attacker does not fit the profile of any known animal species.”
 
    
 
   Vesna asked, “A Crock?”
 
    
 
   “Very unlikely,” Sandie replied.  “The atmosphere here is not conducive to Zalian life forms, nor is there a way one could have come onto the needle ship.  It traveled with a form of bipedalism, and appears to be predatory.  Ursidae, smutsia gigantea, megatheriidae, gigantopithecus, and homo sapiens, are potentials suspects of this attacker, although none conclusively fit what was observed.” 
 
    
 
   “I did not know Sandie the spirit-guide swore like Bigelow does,” Vesna said.  “Sandie must be very upset.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, Vesna, I was listing possible animals which might be related to the beast.  To use more common parlance….”
 
    
 
   “Monsters have been around for as long as people,” Khin interjected.  “Sandie, you must let us hunt in the quiet.  Too many words spoil the hunt.  I am glad you warned me, but I need to focus.”  He took some deep sniffs, and they continued to walk onward.  “Only speak warnings, not stories.”  
 
    
 
   The tapping grew louder, and the lights got dimmer.  
 
    
 
   Suddenly, a plume of steam shot out from somewhere just ahead of them.  It jetted down from the slotted parts of the upper side wall, and blanketed the area.  Both Vesna and Khin dropped into a crouch and peered into the steam.  The noise of the steam obscured the sounds of the tapping.
 
    
 
   “Is there movement?” Vesna asked as she peered down the barrel of her revolver.  “In that steam?  Is it the steam rolling or something behind it?”
 
    
 
   Khin held up his hand and Vesna grew quiet.  He scrutinized everything in front of him as his eyes made out shapes, and shadows, and objects in the steam.  
 
    
 
   “Ya!” Khin yelled and rushed forward.  His spear arm was pulled back.  
 
    
 
   Vesna darted after him, but could not see what he was attacking, so she refrained from firing.  Although her instincts told her to just shoot into the steam and kill whatever was there, hoping it was the monster.  
 
    
 
   Khin threw his short spear, and dove down to the far side of the corridor and the crawled quickly under the plume of steam.  
 
    
 
   Thunk!
 
    
 
   Vesna saw where his spear had flown, and there was some indistinct thing crawling along. 
 
    
 
   Blam.  Blam.  Blam.
 
    
 
   Vesna fired into the steam at the thing which was moving.  
 
    
 
   With a hiss the steam slowed down and stopped.  As it cleared away, Khin began to chuckle.   He stood up.  “Cubie blue knows what to do!”
 
    
 
   Vesna saw that indeed the thing which had been moving along was a heavily dented blue automacube.  Its drive wheels were worn, and it had a gold stripe around its middle.  She read, ‘Machine Maintenance’ which was stenciled on the gold stripe.  The automacube’s manipulation arm was attached loosely to a pipe in the wall which the machine had been following.  The pipe still had a bit of steam pouring forth from a release valve where the automacube’s grippers had hold of it.  Vesna saw that her three shots had struck it in a tight group on its side, deeply denting the already beaten-up carriage.  Khin’s spear was sticking out from its front drive wheel.  
 
    
 
   “A cubie?” Vesna asked.  “Down here?”
 
    
 
   “It is not registered as connected to the lattice of compeers,” Sandie replied, but spoke only through the private channel to Vesna. “It appears to be set to do automatic service on the thermo-hydraulic pressure system.  If you connect the com-link’s cable into the access port on that engineering automacube, I can perhaps review its logs, assess the damage it has sustained, and reassign it if needed.”
 
    
 
   “My Khin, that is not what attacked us,” Vesna stated.  She noted the tapping noise was gone.  “Sandie wants me to connect to that cubie.”
 
    
 
   Khin turned away from the automacube to speak to Vesna.
 
    
 
   “Cubie blue knows what to do,” Khin said.  “Connect in, and I will look for the monster.  Maybe the cubies knows where it went?”
 
    
 
   Vesna walked over and squatted down.  Just as she was squatting down, a terrible growl came from somewhere.  She drew out her revolver.  Khin grabbed the spear and yanked it from the automacube’s wheel.
 
    
 
   “Khin where is it?”
 
    
 
   “I am looking!”   
 
    
 
   With brutal swiftness and speed, one clawed paw slapped down hard on Vesna’s gun hand, knocking the weapon away.  Another clawed paw wrapped itself around her face in an immensely strong grip.  The monster grabbed her from behind, yanking her up, and started to drag her away.  Vesna stomped down on its front foot, but to no effect.  
 
    
 
   Khin threw the spear, which imbedded itself in the monster’s side, then charged at the monster, his knife in his hand.  As he flung himself up and over Vesna, he slashed at the monster’s black shinny eyes which were just above its pointed snout.  Its open mouth had rows of sharp, white teeth, and a lolling red tongue.  The monster ducked, but kept hold on Vesna’s face.  She was trying to refrain from breathing, for the thing’s paw smelled rotten.  She rammed her elbow backward and felt it connect with some part of the monster. 
 
    
 
   Landing next to the monster who was holding his beloved, Khin drove the sharp blade deep into the monster’s hairy side.  It sank up to the hilt, and Khin twisted and twisted as it pulled away.  Vesna’s elbow struck it again, and the monster let go of her.  It swung its paw backward and smacked Khin away from it.  He held onto the knife and it came loose from the monster, black fluids oozing out from the puncture, and staining the blade.  He tried to slash it again, but the monster struck him a hard blow against his chest, throwing him backward.  The beast then ripped the spear out of its side, and its tail knocked about as the monster spun around. 
 
    
 
   Vesna stumbled forward, looking for her revolver, and trying to suck in enough air.  The revolver was jammed up against the drive wheels of the automacube. Vesna ducked down to grab it.  That movement saved her life, as a set of claws savagely ripped the air where her head had been.  A number of strands of Vesna hair were yanked out as they became entangled in the monster’s claws.               
 
    
 
   A second swat with claws came as Vesna grabbed the gun and then dove over the automacube.  Those claws also missed her.  She flipped over and came up with the revolver ready.  As she squeezed down on the trigger, Khin stepped into the way, and he swung the knife in a slashing arc right toward the monster’s hairy throat.  
 
    
 
   Vesna pulled up her aim, but not in time to avoid discharging the weapon.
 
    
 
   Blam!
 
    
 
   Her bullet struck into the side wall, missing Khin and the monster by only mere inches.  Khin’s knife blade had sliced some of the hair from the monster’s throat, but there was no blood.  Turning sideways, the monster kicked its heavy feet at Khin.  He took a blow to his side and he was knocked over the automacube and fell into Vesna.  As they got up to rejoin the fight, the monster was gone.  
 
    
 
   “Hurry, we must get it!” Khin called out.  He pulled Vesna up and helped her to get around the automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Khin, how badly hurt are you?” she asked.  
 
    
 
   “Not too bad,” Khin replied, although he was limping and his back was oozing some blood from the wounds he had received.  “I hurt that monster, I know I did!”  
 
    
 
   Vesna and Khin ran after the monster, with Khin sniffing the air, and looking at the floor.  Dark spots were marring the faded off-green color foliage.  In the dim light, those spots were hard to see for Vesna, but Khin’s eyes picked them out.  
 
    
 
   “It went in there!” Khin pointed to a section of the upper wall where the expanded metal was missing, and a gap was evident between several large pipes.  Some strands of dark gray hair were caught on some of the exposed edges of the metal.   
 
    
 
   “Wait!” Vesna said, but Khin plowed ahead and leaped up into the gap.  Vesna’s heart beat fast as she feared Khin would race on without her.  
 
    
 
   A hand came jutting out from that gap.  “Come on Vesna.  We are in this together.  The hunt is on!”  
 
    
 
   “You waited for me.  Thank you,” Vesna said and grasped his hand.  He helped to pull her up, but he flinched a bit as his back muscles and injuries pained him.  “My Khin, you are hurt more than you say.”
 
    
 
   “But those children may still be alive.  No time to wait.  I smelled a girl on that monster,” Khin said and held up his knife.  There were some hairs stuck on its hilt.  He sniffed at them.  “Weird thing.  But I do smell a girl.”
 
    
 
   Vesna tapped the top of his shoulder where he had not been hurt.  “Then we go as fast as we can.  Do not forget your handgun.  It might do better than your knife.”
 
    
 
   Khin turned and crawled ahead.  Some of the dark liquid which had dribbled from the monster was on the pipes as he crawled through.  “Do not touch the monster’s blood.  It burns my skin.”
 
    
 
   “Why?” Vesna asked as they stepped and crawled and scooted through the gaps between the pipes, ducts, and wiring.
 
    
 
   “Monster blood does what monster blood does.”
 
    
 
   “But why should blood burn?” Vesna asked.  
 
    
 
   “Because I touched the monster’s blood.”
 
    
 
   “No, I mean why does it burn?” Vesna asked, but she was cautious to avoid those dark spots she could see.  
 
    
 
   “Monster blood is as monster blood is.”  Khin gave a slight chuckle, but there was also an underlying groan of pain in his voice.  
 
    
 
   “Maybe you should eat another of those gel things from Jerome?” Vesna suggested.  She was squatting on a duct, and gripping pipes with her hands to not fall from the precarious spot.  To her it was quite dim, nearly dark, in the spaces where they were moving.
 
    
 
   “When we get out of this land of pipes, then I will give you both trauma gels that I have.  You keep them for yourself.  I am not hurt bad.”
 
    
 
   Vesna flicked on the light from her com-link.  Its beam shone out and made the passage easier to traverse, but the going was difficult.  Khin did not complain about the brightness, as even he was having some difficulty getting through.  As they threaded their way through the labyrinth of pipes and ducts and conduits, occasionally Khin would stop and sniff at a place, handhold, or flange where a foot could stand. 
 
    
 
   “The monster came this way, but it has not been bleeding for a while,” Khin said.  
 
    
 
   “Where are we?” Vesna asked quietly as she stepped close to Khin.  
 
    
 
   “We are in an in-between place.  See how far down the floor is below us?  We are nearly at the bottom of the world.  Up there,” Khin gestured ahead of them.  “Up there, we will get to a large space which is called the Hallway of Forever.  I hope the monster lives in here, in this in-between space, but I see nothing like a lair.”  He then moved onward, swinging from one foothold to another, and stepping on horizontal pipes which only supported him because they were constructed from permalloy.  He was scrupulous to avoid standing on any of the weaker metals.  Most of the steels and other metals showed signs of rust and corrosion.  
 
    
 
   As they passed toward where Khin had indicated, Vesna’s light shined on the wall.  Set into that was an access hatch which was not quite closed all the way.  A rim of light shined around it.  
 
    
 
   “The monster went in there.  I can smell its presence,” Khin said.  
 
    
 
   “Wait for me to cover you.  Do not open that up without me being there,” Vesna insisted sternly.
 
    
 
   Khin smiled broadly and just nodded.  He waited on the small ledge where a compressor motor was located.  It was not running, and around that machine there was a small lip on which he could stand.  Vesna joined him.  She noted a sign which hung on the compressor.  It read, “Beware: High Temperature Lines.”
 
    
 
   Vesna anchored herself and drew her revolver.  “That door opens away from us here.  Khin, let me go first, you are injured.”
 
    
 
   “No.  I will go.  You have the gun,” Khin answered with a chortle.  
 
    
 
   “You have one too,” Vesna barked back.  “That monster might attack as soon as the door opens.”
 
    
 
   “I do not think so.  In there is the Hallway of Forever.”  
 
    
 
   Vesna’s face scrunched up on puzzlement.  To Khin, his comment made perfect sense, but to Vesna it was just a name and was too obscure.  Additionally, she was waiting to get attacked, and did not want to be caught off guard. 
 
    
 
   Khin dug about in his pouch and came out with a set of goggles.  He placed them over his head, so they hung around his neck and were ready to be put on.  “I do not think your eyes will be bothered, maybe, but I did bring two sets, a pair of a pair, huh?” His laugh was hallow.  “The Fruit People traded me for these.  I did not want to use them here, but I will need them, as might you.  First, I will eat some cheese before we go in.”  He handed the second pair of goggles to Vesna who followed Khin’s example and placed them around her neck for easy access.  Then Khin ate some cheese, and drank some water.  “Do you want to eat?” 
 
    
 
   “No.  We should make haste.  Those children are still lost.  Should we not hurry?” Vesna asked with some irritation.  “What of them?”
 
    
 
   “I hoped the lair was in the in-between.  It is not.” He pointed to the door.  A few hairs were struck on the edge, and a small smear of blackness was next to them.  “The monster went into the Hallway of Forever.”
 
    
 
   “So, what?” Vesna asked.  “The children are still missing.  We should hurry, right?”
 
    
 
   “It is the Hallway of Forever.  I keep telling you.”  Khin laughed, but it lacked happiness.  He gestured for Vesna to also eat, and she finally, obligatorily, took a few bites.  They both drank down some water, and then secured their food supplies.  
 
    
 
   “Turn off your light,” Khin said.  He pulled on his goggles, and pushed the door open.  “No more light will be needed in here.  Already it will be too much!” 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   8 A thousand battles, a thousand victories
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The display screen of the Defense and Counter Assault Control workstation gleamed in a glow which washed over the whole room.  The various perspectives danced with colors, and shapes.  The predominate one was an irritating purplish blue.  That purplish-blue luminosity reflected off Monika’s pale skin and made her appearance seem wraithlike.  Yet, she continued her job.  
 
    
 
   It had been several hours since the close flyby of the Jellie ship on its way to collecting the robotic probe.  Those shining displays, monitors, and screens all were showed the same basic situation.  Things were unchanged since the Jellie ship stopped it flight near where they suspected the Cosmic Crinkle to be located.  Sitting there basking, or more accurately, saturated by the purplish radiance, as well as the ongoing lack of any significant changes, was boring.  This allowed Monika to have time for contemplation.  Jerome was sleeping near the twins, and he would tend to their needs, although she knew it would be tough for her to stay focused should one of her beloved babies begin fussing with vigor.  For now, the next-door room remained quiet and still.  The purplish glow did not extend into there, although the threat that purplish blue luminosity represented did.  
 
    
 
   “Too quiet,” Monika mouthed the word, and licked her lips.  Taking a drink from a container, she then continued her vigil.  Her watch would go on for some hours more.  And so, she watched, pondered, and contemplated.  She shifted a display to show the view of Zalia.  It was terminally quiet and unchanged. The now dead world was just a splotched tan ball. It did not even have the Jellie ship hovering about it any longer.  It hung there in space like a rotting fruit which refused to fall from a tree in one of Beta’s orchards.  Jerome thought of it as another Earth, yet Monika had never known Earth.  The similarity was they were both now dead and a shade of tan.  Well, she had not known Earth as anything other than a place in history, and when she admitted it, Earth seemed just a myth or fable.  For all of Monika’s life, the people in Beta had not looked back, for there was no possible return to Earth.  Earth had been fatally sick when they left decades ago and even that first crew and set of passengers knew there was no going back.  For people like Monika, who had been born after the habitats had made planet-fall, that was even more real.  Nor did the people of Beta really looked forward. Oh, they knew, some of them anyway, they knew the stories of how the Conestoga had been on a vast trek across the stars to a new home, Tlalocan.  Yet, that saga was just more mythological and fable-like, than Earth.  Everyone accepted that crash landing on Zalia was the end of that quest.  Beta people did not look back, nor look ahead, but just lived for the day.  In the midst of drought and suffering, the daily grind was more than enough troubles.     
 
    
 
   Instead, they went round-and-round on their day-to-day activities.  Much like the carousels Monika and the roustabouts had built.  The carousels were immensely popular.  That gave the people something to do, a lark, so to speak, but it was just an endless turning around the same place.  That was life in Beta, just a spinning around and not getting anywhere.  And yet, as Monika looked at the dead planet of Zalia, she rather truly missed Beta.  
 
    
 
   Despite all the hardships, the drought, the multiple birth curse, which she now thought of as a blessing, and the cruel gravity sink holes, Beta had been home.  Happiness and joy had been part of Beta life too.  Home where the roustabouts could sing, build carousels, trade with farmers for food, or even hunt and fish for meat.  Music was played, especially around the carousels, and despite the strange and ineffective government, parts of Beta had been good.  Thinking of her parents, some tears slipped from Monika’s eyes.  She understood her boys would not have grandparents, uncles, aunts, or cousins to enjoy.  Her home was gone, and her heart ached that she would never see those Beta inhabitants again.   The babies were her home now, as well as the strange man from Earth, Jerome.  Her immediate family was home.  That and the few refugees who had escaped with her.  She thought of the missing children, one of whom had been born in Beta.  How rare that would be, as even her own children, conceived in a wagon on Beta, were born on this needle ship.  Home was here.  Yes, home, even if that meant living in the strange accommodations of the needle ship, with its bizarre light, weird tribes of people, very limited types of animals, and a mere fraction of the foods she had known her entire life.  Goat’s milk would never be a good substitute for cow’s milk, but alas, that was all that was available for now.  
 
    
 
   “Will Alpha be any better?” Monika said aloud.  She had heard Alpha had cows, and was similar to Beta in some ways.  Her voice was hollow and lonely, as her words expressed her heart.  “Alpha will never be Beta.”
 
    
 
   Monika changed her gaze from Zalia, to the display showing the Jellie ship.  Looking directly at that display made her eyes hurt a bit as the purplish-blue light was disturbing.  She twisted a knob and altered the color density on the display.  The Jellie ship was moving in a slow fashion around where the lattice of compeers said the Cosmic Crinkle was located. 
 
    
 
   “Going round and round?  I wonder?  What are they doing there?” Monika muttered.
 
    
 
   “That is a splendid question,” Sandie the AI replied.  “Our instruments are only able to detect and assess their activity to a limited degree.  One can only guess at their motives and agenda.”
 
    
 
   “Do you think they know that place is our goal on this last flight?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “The Cosmic Crinkle is but one step toward our goal,” Sandie replied.  “Admittedly it is an important step, but much about it is also unknown.”
 
    
 
   “Two alien races, and two alien devices, and our fate on this last flight is hanging in the balances.  Jerome tries to get poetic about it, or quotes some random old saying, but the simple fact seems to me that we need to succeed or die,” Monika stated.  Her lips were tight as she looked intensely at the Jellie ship.  “Are they just patrolling there, waiting for us to show up?”
 
    
 
   “That is a consideration I have been taking seriously,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “We must save my babies.  Sandie, they have already endured too much.”  Monika then looked down at her feet.  “I am almost afraid to ask, but what of those lost children?”
 
    
 
   “Khin and Vesna and the others are still searching.  Nothing else of substance on that front to report,” Sandie lied.  The AI did not feel Monika would benefit from knowing what was happening with Khin and Vesna.  
 
    
 
   “Could one of the Jellies have gotten aboard?” There was a tremble in Monika’s voice.  “A Jellie looks like a monster to me, how much worse to that poor child Clark?”
 
    
 
   “I have also considered and reconsidered that possibility.  It is not farfetched, but I do consider it unlikely, at least regarding the apparent abduction of the two children.  I have been listening in on Clark’s comments, and the few things he has said describing the thing he saw are not consistent with what we know of the Jellies.”  Sandie refrained from discussing the most recent observations by Khin and Vesna.
 
    
 
   “But how would a child describe someone in a spacesuit?” Monika asked.  “A person in a spacesuit would look strange, does look strange.  How much more unusual would a Jellie look if it was wearing some kind of protective gear, built by an alien technology, to come aboard the Conestoga?”
 
    
 
   “Again, you pose a splendid question.  A child sees the world and uses common items as reference points in the description.  Clark’s few comments all seem to relate to the animals he knows.  Hair, is one factor he spoke of, but unlike a goat’s, a cavy’s, or a rat’s hair.”
 
    
 
   Monika tapped the display with her finger.  “The sea in Beta has all kinds of fish and water animals, well, it did, before Beta died.  If a fish or water eel somehow got trapped up on land it would flop around and try to get back to its natural habitat.  What is the natural habitat for those Jellies?”
 
    
 
   “Oh Monika, I do admire your inquisitive mind.  I have been running conjectures.  Regarding the Jellies, they almost certainly require some kind of fluid in which to live.  Somewhat like the Floaters we saw on Zalia, and very much like the fish you reference, the Jellies do have some kind of natural, for them, environment.  Humans live in a gas environment, and need special equipment to leave that environment.  It is a very valid conjecture that to leave that to leave the Jellie’s natural environment, that species would need some kind of technological remedy.  We carry a suit filled with a proper air mixture, pressure control, and temperature regulation, to name just a few items, and call it a spacesuit.  I conjecture a high probability that the Jellie’s must have some kind of environmental equipment, a suit, for lack of a better term, which carries them around in their own natural environment.”
 
    
 
   “Like a fish in a bucket.  But those Jellies not only are in the bucket, they are carrying the bucket, and from what we saw, they are able to fight from that bucket.  The Zalians did not call them Apex Predators for no reason.  So, how do we defeat them before they cut loose with that pink beam of destruction and knock holes in this bucket of ours?”  She patted a side wall.  The firm permalloy was somewhat reassuring in its hardness, but when Monika looked up at the display and saw the dead Zalia, that assurance faded.  
 
    
 
   “We are working on offensive weapons, to, as you put it, put holes in their bucket.  The first Willie Cannon has been installed in Exterior Repair Station 100.  The hanger bays will be used for the Vindicator Missiles, FTL Punchers, and the teleportation bombs.”
 
    
 
   “So according to the screens here we now have the five probes which can be used, but only as big dumb slugs.  We also now have just one Willie Cannon.  But if I am reading this correctly, that cannon can only fire at targets which are within its line of sight on a limited arc from that location, right?” Monika was a bit confused, but to her its abilities looked very limited.
 
    
 
   “You are correct.  Each Willie Cannon, being a straight line projectile weapon, can only be deployed against the Jellie, if it is on that side of the Conestoga, and if it is within that cannon’s field of fire.  Were we to mount the Willie Cannons on the exterior of the hull, we could have a vastly superior field of fire, but that exterior construction would very likely reveal our position.  Right now, the cannons are assembled with the exterior doors closed.  That hides the construction work, keeping our exterior as dark, and energy-less as we can make it.  Our subterfuge depends on the Jellies not discovering our location for as long as possible.   The plan is to install a Willie Cannon in each exterior repair station.  When that is completed, it will give us 35% coverage of the Conestoga, so those cannons can only be considered a secondary weapon system.  A new cannon will be in place each hour until they are all established.  Once each cannon is operational, the exterior doors can be opened, as the cannon does not put off energy until it is fired.
 
    
 
   “So, the main weapons will be completed when?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “The first ten Vindicator Missiles will be deployed to hanger bays within the next ten hours, but their warheads will not be ready for another seven hours after that.  The FTL Punchers are being assembled now, and they should be ready for use in eighteen hours.  The teleportation bombs are to be fabricated after those two systems are established.”
 
    
 
   “I am afraid our time might be running out.  The Jellie ship is moving again!” Monika’s eyes grew wide in the increased purple glow which came though the display, despite the filters she had placed on.  She snapped off the magnification, and the scene being displayed was easier to tolerate.  
 
    
 
   “I am also monitoring that,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   The Jellie ship was moving, but not toward the Conestoga.  It was zipping along away from both the Conestoga and the planet Zalia.  Its mission was a complete enigma.
 
    
 
   A brilliant flash leapt from all the displays.  Then a dull gray fuzz came on where images had been shown.  Monika rubbed her eyes, but her pulse pounded in her head.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “Calculating and analyzing this event.  We have lost all scanning abilities on the Conestoga,” Sandie stated bluntly. “Currently, I am unable to conjecture what just occurred.  Searching for answers.”
 
    
 
   A foggy mist rolled around Monika’s consciousness.  Her eyes closed involuntarily.    
 
    
 
   “Monika? I offer apologies on the abrupt nature of this summoning,” Eris said.  Her voiced sounded far away, and muffled.  
 
    
 
   Monika opened her eyes, but it was not to see the Defense and Counter Assault Control workstation.  Instead, she felt like she was in an attractive field of wild flowers such as had grown in some of the valleys of Beta.  Puffs of white mist, or fog circled around her and then rose upward.  Her gaze followed those puffs.  The sky tube was missing entirely.  In its place overhead was a brilliant blue canopy of sorts.  A large yellow circle was giving off warm, refreshing light.
 
    
 
   “Again, forgive me,” Eris stated.  
 
    
 
   “This is the shadowlands, and all will be explained momentarily,” a woman with Sandie’s voice said.  
 
    
 
   “I must have been injured.  Some explosion, or energy surge?” Monika muttered out loud.  
 
    
 
   Peter, Siva, and Jenna appeared and then walked up to her, their images looking only slightly fuzzy.  Monika wondered again if she was dreaming, or hallucinating, or had been knocked unconscious.  
 
    
 
   “This is the Shadow Level Clearance area, the shadowlands, and all the ship’s artificial intelligences are here, and most of the flight crew,” Eris said.  “You have been grafted in, and I again apologize as it was without your consent.  Now, to the emergency.”
 
    
 
   Two central memory cores appeared standing amidst the field of flowers.  
 
    
 
   “I am working to restore the Conestoga’s ability to perceive beyond the hull,” AI Seljak stated.  
 
    
 
   “The lattice of compeers is intact, but shaken,” AI Batibat added.  “The Triumvirate is functional and assessing what occurred.”
 
    
 
   “Wait!” Monika yelled out. 
 
    
 
   “I told you putting her in here was a mistake,” Bigelow said as his apparition appeared.  “She is still post-partum, and at least the rest of us got a warning and made our own decisions.  This is too much like what happened to Cammarry, and I strongly object.”  He took off his hat and flapped it around.  “Besides she has been so close to the rube.”
 
    
 
   “Bigelow?  Jenna?  Eris?” Monika whirled about.  “Why are you here?  How are you in my dreams?”
 
    
 
   “Monika, this place is not a dream or a hallucination,” Jenna answered. “It is here as a backup system for the flight crews.  Peter, Siva, and I were offered the implants a short while before we got the remains of the Conestoga to ascend.  I wish you have been offered, and not just implanted.”
 
    
 
   “It is a huge shock,” Peter agreed.  “It was tough when it happened to me, and I knew what to expect.  But trust us, this is safe.”    
 
    
 
   “There is a crisis,” Siva said.  Some ghostly looking equipment was in front of his figure.  He was adjusting some items, but the ends of his arms and hands were translucent as was the machinery he was working on.  “I too think involuntary implantation was wrong.  Sorry Monika.”
 
    
 
   “I do not understand.  Not at all,” Monika said and looked around quickly.  Some phantasms were moving in the distance, figures of some kind, in old-style uniforms.  But she looked back to items closer to her.
 
    
 
   “I will explain it all, after we fix this.”  The woman with Sandie’s voice stepped over to the two central memory cores.  In the glow of their amber lights, she had no reflection and cast no shade at all. She laid her hand on top of one of the tall cylinders, on the uppermost top brass-colored ring.  Green lights rushed between the woman and the machine.     
 
    
 
   “No shadow? I see no shadow from the light. I know this is an illusion or delusion,” Monika said.  
 
    
 
   “I am never seen, only heard.  I am Shadow.  You are now in the Shadow Level Clearance, and these are your fellow members.  Do not be afraid, but please wait for a moment while we assess what has happened.  Take a seat at your work station, please.”
 
    
 
   Monika’s lips trembled.  “Cammarry’s Shadow?” She sat back.  Her butt landed on what felt like the control chair in the Defense and Counter Assault facility.  She looked down and saw that it was a chair very much like that, and some controls and monitors were now appearing before her.  They had only a semi-opaque firmness to them.  Much like the items Siva had been manipulating, so too these instruments were like specters, or like what Monika had learned about from olden times on what was called then virtual-reality, or cyber-space interfaces.    
 
    
 
   The woman with Sandie’s voice turned and announced, “The Jellie ship has detonated a neutrino disruption charge.  We are compensating now, and all systems will be functioning in a moment.  No permanent damage.”  The woman walked over to where Monika sat.
 
    
 
   “Are you, Sandie?  Jerome’s Sandie?  The AI?  Just who or what are you?  Sandie, is that you somehow?  One of your simulations like Doctor Chamber, or Brink?” Monika was trembling now.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am Sandie, and this obviously was not the proper way to do introduce you here.”  Sandie’s image turned and said, “Captain Eris, the immediate crisis has been averted.  The connections have been reworked, and we have linked into where we needed to make the compensated couplings, please shut down the shadowlands now.”
 
    
 
   “I agree,” Eris stated.  “Again Monika, I apologize.”
 
    
 
   Monika felt flush.  Her head spun, and a rosy rush flooded her cheeks.  Then her eyes opened.  She reached down to her left calf.  There was a trickle of blood on her leg from a puncture wound.  Fingering the torn spot in her pants, she admitted to herself that something real had happened.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Monika, I am here as the liaison to the Shadow Level Clearance,” Shadow stated.  “Sandie is the administrator, and it was my responsibility for your involuntary implantation.  This new combat station is essential to this last flight of the Conestoga, and into each command chair was built an emergency implantation device.  We cannot risk losing connections between the flight crew.”
 
    
 
   Monika tapped her com-link.  “Sandie, please confirm what just happened.”
 
    
 
   Sandie immediately responded.  “The Jellie ship set off a…”
 
    
 
   “Not that!  To me!” Monika nearly yelled, but kept her voice down at the last moment, thinking about her sons in the adjacent room.  
 
    
 
   “You are now part of an alternative communication system,” Sandie stated briefly.  “Discussion of that is limited, but yes, you saw my simulation a moment ago.  For right now, I think it is more essential to consider what has happened externally.  The Jellie ship…”
 
    
 
   “Never, under any circumstances, do anything to me like that again, ever!” Monika stated abruptly through tightly clenched lips.  She slammed her fist down on the chair between her legs.
 
    
 
   “That was not Sandie’s decision.  It was mine.  My core programming is to insure continuity in the flight crew.  In cases of emergency, I am granted unilateral, unrestricted by overseers, and independent decision making, regarding induction of new members,” Shadow stated, but only Monika heard. 
 
    
 
   The fiercely hostile words Monika directed at Shadow made the system back off.  Even Bigelow would have shuddered at the language and descriptions which were used by Monika in her condemnation of what had been done.  Only the flickering into operation and the returned purple glow from the displays and monitors diverted her attention.  She ended her rage with, “Violate me again, and I will have it ripped out.  Even if I have to go to Cammarry and beg her to do it for me with some rusty fishing knife.”
 
    
 
   “Monika?” Jerome’s gentle voice spoke from the passageway.  “Something has happened.  How can I help?  The boys are still asleep.  What is wrong?”
 
    
 
   Before Monika could answer, Sandie interjected, “The Jellies have detonated a neutrino disruption charge.  It overwhelmed our monitoring equipment for a few moments, but we are able to perceive externally again.  Monika and I were just reviewing what has happened.”
 
    
 
   Recalling all Cammarry had gone through with Shadow, Monika held back from attempting to discuss what had happened to her.  She ground her teeth together, and then wondered if Jerome would notice that.  Her mind went to her leg where the implant had been placed.  The drips of blood on her leg had dried, and she doubted they showed much on her pants.  She blew out a long breath and spoke.  “Yes, it was frightful for a moment, but we have gotten visuals back again.  I am not sure why the Jellie’s did what they did.  Some things are very hard to understand.  Very tough to take in.”  The last few words were spat out in intensity.  
 
    
 
   Jerome walked over quickly and rubbed her neck.  “That must have been some kind of fright to shake you up so much.  You are usually an unflappable rock of emotional stability.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.” She reached up and patted his hands as he caressed her neck.  Leaning back into him felt good.  “I just need to figure out why?” 
 
    
 
   “Indeed, why would the Jellies discharge something like that?” Jerome said, misunderstand to what Monika was referring.  Then his hands stopped moving.  “Sandie?  You said they detonated a neutrino disruption of some kind?  What would that do to the scout ship’s FTL drive?  Would that reflect some tachyons or quarkite emissions?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it would,” Sandie answered.  “The scout is on the far side from the detonation, and its FTL system has been inert since you made attachment to the ship, but yes, I believe you have unveiled the motives.  Had the Jellie ship been in closer proximity to our location, and had the scout ship not been shielded by the bulk of the needle ship, and Alpha Habitat, the neutrino disruption’s after-wave would have caused the FTL drive to light up.  To use an old phrase, that FTL would light up like a lighthouse on a dark night.  That would have alerted the Jellie’s to our location.”
 
    
 
   “So, if they start a system-wide search,” Jerome said, “They could keep setting off discharges and watch for the reflections.  They must have analyzed the robotic probe’s FTL and are looking for more of that technology.  They must think we are here somewhere.”
 
   
“That is a valid conjecture,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Then use that against them.  Cut off the scout, then float it away from the Conestoga.  Then if the Jellies do set off more charges, they cannot find us, but instead they will chase down some wreck we do not need anymore,” Monika said. “Like they did with the robotic probe.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at her.  His pupils were wide, his breath coming hard, and his frown deep.  “Sandie’s Atomic Level Processor is inside the scout.”
 
    
 
   “Can it be moved?” Monika asked.  She shook her head a bit, flipping her hair around.  “Relocate that Atomic Level Processor quickly, then sever the scout from the ship, and set it adrift.  Use it as a bait to lure the Jellies away from us.  Can you do that?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Jerome asked.  “I know Captain Eris has moved some central memory cores, and the Crocks did too, so it must be possible to transfer the physical location of your ALP.  How much difficulty will that be, and is there a danger to you?”
 
    
 
   “Monika, you have made a great suggestion.  The moving and reinstallation of my ALP is not too complex an undertaking.  Moving my physical housing out of the scout would result in the FTL drive on the scout being very limited.  I just tried to conjecture a method of activating the FTL drive remotely, but the best I can design is similar to the weapon systems which we are calling the FTL Punchers.  The scout could be equipped with that type of remotely activated FTL drive, but there would not be any chance for occupants, as the scout would basically be altered into a minimally guided missile, which would have to follow a preprogrammed flightpath, not be a true piloted spacecraft any longer,” Sandie replied.  “As to the risk to me, that is minimal.  I can program and purpose an engineering automacube with a subroutine to removed and reinstall the ALP without my constant direction. For I would be in what you might say was a comatose, or anesthetized state while that took place.  I suggest placing the ALP into a separate engineering or even a security automacube.  That would allow the ALP a platform, and some mobility it currently lacks.  The automacube can be fitted easily with the proper connections, links, and couplings, so that my functionality, upon my awakening, is not hindered to any large percentage.  The disadvantages of severing the scout are that we would lose its scanners and its ability to perceive.  That space technology equipment is superior to what is available in the Conestoga, but not actually essential to our last flight.  The advantages we would gain are because the FTL that the Jellies are seeking would no longer reveal our location.  Additionally, there…”
 
    
 
   Jerome interrupted Sandie, by saying, “The FTL Punchers can no longer be built, because the Jellies know how to search for that technology, right?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” Sandie responded.  “We are very fortunate that none of the FTL Punchers were as of yet fully assembled.  Had they been, that neutrino disruption charge would have revealed our location almost immediately.  The designs for those FTL Punchers lack virtually all the shielding which is on the scout.”
 
    
 
   “We would have lit up the blackness of space like the proverbial Christmas Tree.  Some claim it is better to illuminate than merely to shine, but in our case, remaining in the darkness is essential.  That is a contemplated truth, not just something to contemplate,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   Blowing out her frustration and anger in another long exhalation, Monika focused on the problem. “But we can use the scout one single time as an FTL weapon, or as a lure to draw the Jellies away?  Make good use of that scout in its final moments.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, however, the ALP must be removed first, and the umbilicus then severed carefully and only from the inside.  No work can take place outside on the exterior hull for fear of detection,” Sandie stated.  “I am arranging to have the ALP moved, and the operation to separate the FTL scout commenced.  The engineering automacubes are being set to the task as we speak.”
 
    
 
   “Wait!  I did not agree to that,” Jerome interjected. “Are you making arbitrary decisions with my equipment?”  Jerome was surprised at the emotional attachment he suddenly felt for the small FTL scout ship.  He kept recalling his time in there with Cammarry, and how they had worked together back then.  He rubbed his eyes, so Monika would not see the tears which were forming.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris just authorized that project, and halted the FTL Puncher production.  She also approved the redeployment of the resources which had been working on the FTL Punchers, to be placed into the building of the other weapon systems.”  
 
    
 
   “So, we are ready when the Jellies try something else.  I hope there are no other unexpected events, from anywhere else.” Monika’s voice had a very sharp edge to it.  
 
    
 
   “Monika, what do you mean, ‘from anywhere else’?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   She again blew out her air and then looked toward the ceiling.  “Those children are still missing, and there have been other predicaments which have happened.  I need to go see my sons now.  Please take over this station.”  She got up and started to march off.  She then stopped, and turned about and hugged Jerome.  “Sorry.”  Then she walked briskly to the next-door room and her twin sons.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   9 Regard your soldiers as your children
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Mariamne unlocked the door and slipped into the apartment where a fretting and anxious Dmitar and Claire were waiting.  She was sweaty and moving stiffly. 
 
    
 
   “Did the things go away?” Claire asked.
 
    
 
   “Oh, my sweet girl, those creatures are the worst I have ever seen them.  But do not worry about your Auntie Mariamne, I am fine.  I came back to make sure my precious lad and sweet girl were not alone for too long.  You were not frightened, were you?”
 
    
 
   “Well, actually, I rather was,” Dmitar stated.  He was looking out of the apartment and into the repository.  Things looked the same, those few cocoons were still lit up, the exit door was sealed, and Mariamne’s gear was stacked where she had left it previously.  Her exoskeleton was folded and recharging in its cubby.  There were some drops of black pooling under her exoskeleton.    
 
    
 
   “Oh, precious lad, do not watch for the creatures,” Mariamne said and shut the door.  “I told you they cannot get in here, but I just wanted to make sure you were still safe and still here.”
 
    
 
   “Please, when can we go home?” Claire asked.  “I miss my family.”
 
    
 
   “Of course, you do.  I completely understand that, yes, I do.  But with those creatures lurking around, I do not want to risk taking you back just yet.  I was lucky to get back here myself.”
 
    
 
   Dmitar’s eyes began to water, but he tried hard to hold back the tears.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, precious lad, do not cry for your Auntie Mariamne.  I am fine now that I am with you again.  No need to worry your precious head, not at all. No, no, no.  Dry up those tears, for you know big lads do not cry. I know I was gone for hours and hours.  Do you need to eat again?”
 
    
 
   “I was not worried about you,” Dmitar snapped out.  “I want to go to my mother and brothers!”
 
    
 
   Mariamne grabbed him by his face and looked into his eyes.  “I am keeping you safe from those creatures.  You will maintain a civil tongue in your head, understand?”
 
    
 
   Dmitar nodded as his face was squeezed.  A single tear ran down his cheek.  He started to reach up to wipe it away, but Mariamne brushed his hand down and released his face.  “I know you were only worried and anxious, and that is understandable.  Getting taken by that creature was so terrible, you can be excused for some of your attitudes.  But trust me, I will get you where you need to be, but at the proper time.  Not before.”  Mariamne was staring at Dmitar.  “Good little lads do not make demands.”
 
    
 
   Claire’s large smoky-gray eyes took it all in.  “Auntie?  It has been a while, may we have something to eat, please?”
 
    
 
   Mariamne quit staring at Dmitar, and looked to Claire.  The woman’s countenance changed and a plastic smile was back on her face.  “Oh, yes.  Of course you can, my sweet girl.  I was just overwrought fighting off those creatures. The creatures are in a frenzy.  They are certainly nasty, with claws, teeth, and all.  Yes, I will get you another meal.  Then, I will need to make some adjustment to my mates in their cocoons.  You and they are all I have now.  I will be right back with a hot, nutritious, and delicious meal.  You just trust your Auntie Mariamne!”
 
    
 
   She left the room and locked the door.
 
    
 
   “Can we at least come out there with you?” Claire asked.  But she was certain Mariamne had not hear her.   
 
    
 
   Dmitar wrapped his arm around Claire, but they both were worried.  
 
    
 
   After some time, Mariamne opened the door, and stepped through.  She was carrying a tray of foods.  Claire noted that on her light-brown utility suit, there were some dark stains on one side of it.  
 
    
 
   “Now come and sit and eat,” Mariamne said.  When she caught Claire’s gaze, she glanced down at the stains.  “Oh dear, sweet girl.  I am not injured.  I should have cleaned myself up.  Oh, dearest child, I understand.  Seeing that creature’s blood on your Auntie Mariamne must be rather dreadful for you.  I am not hurt, but that creature was.  I taught it to never come around here again, yes I did.”
 
    
 
   “Then we can go home soon?” Dmitar asked.  
 
    
 
   A cold look fell from Mariamne’s eyes. “I told you, at the proper time you will be taken, to the proper place.  Good little lads do not become pests with so many demands.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” Dmitar said, as he looked away.  
 
    
 
   Mariamne kept glaring, but set the food down.  “I must check on my mates, and make some adjustments.” She then turned to Claire.  “And I will clean myself up before I come back in here.  I should have realized seeing that would frighten you.  It is so good of you, my sweet girl, to get so worried about your old Auntie Mariamne.”
 
    
 
   Before the children could say more, the woman left, and again locked the door behind her.  Dmitar and Claire both cried, but were not sure why.  They did not touch the food.
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, not too far away, Khin pushed open the door which led out from the in-between place.  His goggle-covered eyes reflected some of the brilliance which was revealed as the door opened.  As he moved the door, it followed a double set of hinges, so it folded open, away, and downward, in an unusual manner.  When it was all the way open, the door made a small pedestal about half way down the wall.  Khin slipped his feet through the threshold, and stepped down onto that pedestal.  He looked in all directions, but, as he expected, there was no monster to be seen.  
 
    
 
   “This is so weird,” Vesna said as she aimed her revolver past Khin and looked through her own dark goggles at the place beyond the door.   
 
    
 
   “This is the Hallway of Forever.” Khin giggled.
 
    
 
   Lights of various colors, of bright neon hues, shined from so many different places, it was hard to tell where they originated.  It was impossible to determine the shape of the chamber beyond, because of a vast multitude of mirrored surfaces, clear permalloy partitions, shimmering silver reflective surfaces, and angular lines seemingly cut into the floor.   As Vesna looked in one direction, it did look like it went on forever, at least between the mirrored pillars.  Looking up, she could see that the ceiling, some distance over her head, was dull black, as if the light could not bounce off of it.  Looking down, she saw triangular shapes on the deck which were also that dull black color.  Yet, the neon oranges, yellows, greens, reds, and blues, outlined so many other geometric shapes her mind was unsure if she was seeing triangles, or sliced apart squares, or just random straight lines which had fallen to crisscross over each other. 
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came through on a private channel, in their separate ear pieces to both Vesna and Khin.  “I must interrupt you.  This is the Shah of Persia Energy Concentrator.  It is not safe for you to be entering here.”
 
    
 
   “It is the Hallway of Forever,” Khin giggled.  “I have passed through here many times.  You just need to know to lay down when the buzz comes.”
 
    
 
   “Khin and Vesna, I have no way to assist you in there.  I am not sure how to explain it to you,” Sandie hesitated.  The artificial intelligence knew how to relate the Shah of Persia Energy Concentrator to Jerome or to Cammarry, or especially to Captain Eris, but Sandie wondered how to explain the energy gathering system to Khin and Vesna.  They lacked the basic engineering terminology.  Sandie tried anyway, “Those are mirrors made from permalloy and are used to trap subatomic particles for use in the main engine’s ejection drive.”
 
    
 
   “I can see forever in places here,” Khin replied.  “Not long distances, but forever.  See?”  Khin pointed at one specific place and his mirrored images did look like it was repeated into eternity.  The reflections were flipping from one image to its mirror image and back and forth until those images were so tiny they could not be differentiated any further.  Khin then turned to Vesna.  “The monster went in here, and we must follow until it leaves.  Just remember, ‘See reflection, touch reflection, know it is the wrong direction,’ and ‘When you hear the buzzing sound, get your body on the ground.’”
 
    
 
   “I trust you Khin, but I want to listen to Sandie,” Vesna replied.  
 
    
 
   Sandie told them what she knew.  Sandie explained the Shah of Persia Energy Concentrator in as simple of terms as the AI could.  Sandie avoided using complex mathematics, or unique scientific terms, or phrases she thought they would not know.  
 
    
 
   “So, this place runs the whole length of this needle ship.  It harvests stuff from space, gathering it in at one end, the scoop, and then processes it, and spits it out the other end, the ejectors,” Vesna replied back to Sandie.  “That is the motor for the whole Conestoga?”
 
    
 
   “In essence, yes,” Sandie replied.  “The energy concentration does make this place unsafe for you to occupy.  The access doors should never have been allowed to open.  I repeat, it is unsafe here.”
 
    
 
   “Not if you know the pattern,” Khin interjected. “The monster came in here.  I have been in here before.”
 
    
 
   Khin grasped Vesna by the hand and helped her to get down and upright.  He then pointed.  “See reflection, touch reflection, know it is the wrong direction.”  
 
    
 
   Vesna looked at the sidewall where the small door was located. Khin had shut the door completely, and Vesna was unsure how to open it again.  With the neon lights shining, it was very hard to see where the seams on the door were, and there was no visible control box, or knobs, or handle.  She looked back at him.  
 
    
 
   “Khin?  How do we go back?”
 
    
 
   “We do not.  We go after the monster. I shut this door so the monster cannot get out.  I can still smell it in here, so I can track it.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie says it is not safe, but I trust you,” Vesna said and squeezed Khin’s hand.  
 
    
 
   “We cannot rush in here.  There is a time for everything, and everything in its time.  We must wait for the first buzz, then we will move.  Remember, when you hear the buzzing sound, get your body on the ground.”
 
    
 
   “Are those what your father or mother taught you?” Vesna asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  Those are my own rules.  I came here and figured it out,” Khin replied.  
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI spoke to both of them again.  “I implore you to reconsider.  The connections, through the nonphysicality to this location, are limited.  The energy waves here may prohibit my connection with you and therefore my abilities to monitor and assist you here will be compromised.  This is the Shah of Persia Energy Concentrator, and protocol states that once in operation, humans are never to enter it.  All maintenance is to be done only by fortified automacubes.  That was true even when it was fully functional.  It is not fully functional now.  That is part of why Siva and Peter are having troubles with the main drive.  I cannot override the systems here, and this place was never designed for humans to traverse, or to walk through.  There is extreme danger here.  Once it is started, this place does not go cold, even though the main drive ejectors were cold.  If you exit via that door, we will find another pathway to hunt the monster.  It is too dangerous in here.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, of course this place is never cold,” Khin chuckled.  “Just like the Burning Netherworld is always hot.  Besides, we know the monster came in here, it must know the secrets or it would die.  Either way, we need to know if it is going somewhere or if it has died.  We must follow, but at the right time.”
 
    
 
   “Khin, I strongly object,” Sandie began.  “We could dispatch an automacube to track the monster. Or we could…”
 
    
 
   A buzzing sound began, and was perhaps felt prior to it being heard.  The neon colored lights began to flash and sparkle, even as seen through the goggles.  They could not hear Sandie’s voice anymore.    
 
    
 
   “Buzz!  So, get down!” Khin said and pulled Vesna into a prone position on the deck.  
 
    
 
   The neon lights flashed more rapidly and the buzzing became more perky and of higher intensity.  Then, a glow appeared to their right, and that glow grew in intensity in correlation with the buzzing sound.  
 
    
 
   Zap!  
 
    
 
   A huge spark shot from mirror to mirror to mirror all around them.  Sometimes the spark was elongated and very thin, other times it was shorter and wide.  It danced from mirror to mirror, passing through some clear permalloy partitions, and sometimes the spark bent at odd angles after passing through a clear section, or on reflection from the angled mirrors.  
 
    
 
   Zip!  
 
    
 
   The spark was gone.  The buzzing instantly stopped and no echoing was heard anywhere.  Khin stood up and gave his hand to Vesna.  
 
    
 
   “Now, we do the crisscross walk.  Remember, go the right direction, but walk at my pace.  No faster.  No slower.”  Khin pointed and they walked off at an angle.  
 
    
 
   Their images were reflected back; it looked like a billion times over from the mirrors, and shiny silvery surfaces.  Some reflections were upside down.  Others appeared to be walking away from them, while still others looked like they were approaching.  Virtually every conceivable angle and perspective was observable in the Hallway of Forever.  Vesna held onto Khin’s hand as they paced along.  Their first stretch was straight between clear panels, mirrors, and glossy reflecting surfaces.  
 
    
 
   Khin stopped and reached out his hand.  “Touch reflection, wrong direction.” He then turned to his right and continued at his steady pace.  
 
    
 
   After a number of turns, switchbacks, and twists, the wall where the door had been was completely obscured.  Khin continued to sniff and deeply inhale every once in a while, and nodded his head.  
 
    
 
   Without warning, they emerged into a center place, which consisted of a void, a dull-black area.  Stepping up to that, Vesna realized it was a horizontal shaft.  Her skin felt prickly as she leaned to look into it.  That blackness stretched off in either direction, but was only about a meter wide and two meters high.  That long tunnel had an arced ceiling and a depressed floor.  It was tube-like.  Vesna marveled that it was even there, for from just a step or two back, it was unobservable.  
 
    
 
   “Here you can see forever forward, and look forever backward,” Khin said as he stood on the edge of that strange tunnel passageway.  “We jump over it now, and then we wait for the next buzz.”
 
    
 
   “I am trusting you my Khin,” Vesna stated. “But I see nothing on that other side.  Just the dull black wall.  Where will we land?” 
 
    
 
   “I will have to show you.” Khin held onto her hand and said, “Jump with me.  Jump hard. It is longer away than you think.”
 
    
 
   Khin took a mighty leap, and pulled Vesna with him.  
 
    
 
   They both left the ground and while the opposite wall had looked like it was just a mere meter step away, it was not.  As they jumped into the space, their legs seemed to hover in the air, and slowly float down to the other side.  What should have been a quick step, felt like a giant bound across a much wider area.
 
    
 
   Landing on the other side, Khin dropped to his knees.  “Not flying, but still fun!” He chortled.  
 
    
 
   Vesna saw nothing funny about the eerie experience.   
 
    
 
   Looking back, the tunnel now appeared different.  It was not the dull black, as seen from the other side, but now it looked dull white.  None of the neon colors from across the way were visible.  All they could see was a dull white wall.  Again, looking in both directions, they could not see the end of the now white tunnel.  Vesna spun around, and now the mirrors, clear partitions, and other labyrinthine maze was before her.  It felt like the white tunnel was behind, and the mirrors before her.  Her mind spun with questions about where the black tunnel had gone.  How it had been replaced by a white tunnel.  Or if they were the same tunnel.  Especially she was disoriented about where they were and which way to proceed. 
 
    
 
   “How does it change colors?” Vesna asked in wonder.  
 
    
 
   “Colors do what colors do.  This is the Hallway of Forever,” Khin exclaimed.  “We wait here for the next buzz.  The monster must know this too, for it was here, but is not dead.  I can still smell it.”
 
    
 
   They did not have to wait too long for the next buzz to begin.  It started as a tickle around the hairs of Vesna’ head. Khin pulled her down and they both cowered flat on the floor.  Then the noise was heard, or perhaps the feeling of something quivering her flesh was next, but soon the buzz was back.  
 
    
 
   “Just wait for it to be over.  Then we move again,” Khin said.  “No way to rush time in the Hallway of Forever.” 
 
    
 
   The buzzing sound much as it had been before.  The white of the tunnel did not change, but the neon colored lights began to flash and glisten, and twinkle.  That strobing effect from the neon lights intensified and grew more rapid and brighter. Then, a glow reappeared, but Vesna could not tell if it was from the same direction or a different direction than it had been previously.  The lights, sensations, and sounds grew until it happened again.  
 
    
 
   Zap!
 
    
 
   The giant spark was back. It was shooting from mirror to mirror to mirror all around them.  That spark altered, switched, and changed from long and skinny to short and fat, and everything between.  It pirouetted from mirror to mirror, passing through the clear permalloy partitions, and bending at odd angles just as it had done before.  Vesna looked more at the floor than up at the antics of the spark.  It was almost too strange for her to comprehend.  
 
    
 
   Zip!  
 
    
 
   The returned spark was gone.  The buzzing stopped without an echo.  Vesna’ hair fell back onto her skin, but her whole body felt as if it had been massaged.    
 
    
 
   “Now we finish the crisscross walk.  Just like before, I will lead you.  We go this direction, at my pace.  No faster, no slower.”  Khin pulled her up and they walked off at an angle, leaving the white tunnel behind them.  
 
    
 
   “How do you know where you are going?” Vesna asked as they twisted and turned through what she was thinking was a forest of mirrors.  
 
    
 
   “I am following the smell of the monster, and remembering, ‘see reflection, touch reflection, wrong direction.’  It helps me keep moving the right way.”
 
    
 
   “But how will we ever get out of here?” 
 
    
 
   “The same place the monster gets out,” Khin answered with a laugh.  “Of course, where the monster got out.”  
 
    
 
   “What if the monster died in here?”
 
    
 
   Khin’s laugh faltered.  He kept his grip on Vesna’s hand, and kept his walk steady.  He occasionally touched a mirror and took a turn, and several times it felt like all the mirror reflections were glaring down at them.  Vesna could see some doubt in Khin’s eyes, through the many reflections, but she did not ask again where they would be if the monster had died. 
 
    
 
   Suddenly, and abruptly they reached the end of the maze, and stepped up to a wall where a door, very similar to the one they had entered by, was standing partially open.  
 
    
 
   “See, the monster did not die in here,” Khin said.  Relief was heavy in his voice.  “It went out here!  We go out too.  No reason to wait for another buzz.  Right?  No reason to wait for another buzz.  Climb out now.”
 
    
 
   Vesna pulled her revolver out and then stepped up onto the odd pedestal-style door.  As she climbed through the doorway, she pulled off her goggles.  Her eyes had not adjusted yet, and the passageway beyond was nearly black to her vision.  
 
    
 
   Something with sharp claws grabbed her arm, and yanked her down.  
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!
 
    
 
   Vesna fired the revolver, but could not see the monster which had hold on her arm.  The revolver’s bullets ricocheted off the permalloy of the walls, making some flashes which Vesna could see.  
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!
 
    
 
   She fired again, but the monster still had its tight grip on her arm.  Then there was a loud crack, and Vesna cried out in pain.  Her wrist and arm bones snapped, and her hand went numb, the revolver fell to the deck with a clatter.  
 
    
 
   Vesna kicked her leg out toward the monster which was holding her.  She connected with something, and there was a metallic sounding crunch.  The monster still kept its grip, but it jostled her more.  She kicked again.
 
    
 
   “Leave my Vesna alone!”  
 
    
 
   Blam!
 
    
 
   Khin fired into the chest of the monster.  It dropped Vesna and was gone.  
 
    
 
   “Vesna!” Khin cried out as he jumped down from the doorway.  
 
    
 
   “Kill it Khin!” Vesna yelled.  “You kill that thing!”  
 
    
 
   Khin dug the trauma gel pack out and squeezed it into Vesna’s mouth.  She swallowed, and licked her lips. 
 
    
 
   “Khin, go get it!  Save the children!  Kill that thing!” Vesna was insistent.  “Kill it!  Kill it!”  
 
    
 
   He looked down and saw her revolver, and shoved it next to her uninjured hand.  Khin then looked at her, his eyes uncovered, the goggles dangling around his neck.  “I love you Vesna.  I will be back!”  
 
    
 
   “Kill it first! Go, my Khin.  Run as fast as Poco and kill that monster for me.  Kill it Khin!  Kill it!”
 
    
 
   Khin darted away, down the dark corridor.
 
    
 
   Vesna fell back, and tried to use her broken arm.  The shoulder moved, and the elbow could flex, but the pain in her wrist and hand were great as she tried to do anything with it.  The bones in the lower arm were broken, and it was beginning to swell.  Using her other hand, she grabbed up the revolver.
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Vesna asked.  “Please watch my Khin and help him if you can.  I know he does not like to listen so well, but I fear for him.  Help him find those children. Please!”
 
    
 
   “I am doing that,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Vesna flipped on the com-link’s light and dug around in her pouch for her ammunition.  With one hand, she thumbed the cylinder latch, and it fell open.  She was able to extract the spent cartridges, but it took time to replace them with new bullets.  Then she closed the cylinder.  She picked up the empty brass cartridges and put them in her pouch.  By then, her broken arm was feeling somewhat better, but it was still nearly useless as the fractures were unset.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, make sure you help Khin.  I am counting on you.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Vesna. I will help him.  As for you, do you know how to make a split or sling for your arm?” Sandie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, this is not my first broken bone.  I was thrown from a horse as a child and broke the other arm.  I can tie it down to my belt.  Will that stuff, the stuff Jerome gave Khin help?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it will help.  I have automacubes already on the way to assist you, but they are some distance away,” Sandie stated. “Medical and security will be closing on your position.  A white and a red cubie are coming.  They are under my control.”  Sandie tried to sound reassuring.  “Just remain where you are and keep alert.”
 
    
 
   “Stay here?  Not a chance,” Vesna said.  “Khin needs me!”  She had undone her belt and with her uninjured arm was making it into a sling by affixing a pouch which she could slide her elbow into.  It was tedious work, but she knew she needed to get the arm secured.  “I am going to help Khin kill that thing.  I have never seen an animal so smart and vicious.”
 
    
 
   “That attacker is showing very odd behaviors,” Sandie replied.  “Again, I advise you to wait here for the automacubes to arrive.”
 
    
 
   “Send the cubies to Khin.  That is where I will be, with him.”  Pulling in the belt, Vesna’s broken arm bent at the elbow and moved into the pouch.  She yelped a bit as the broken bones shifted in her forearm and wrist, but by wrapping another strap around that and tightening the belt into place, she secured her arm.  Gathering up the revolver, she shakily got to her feet.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, lead me to my Khin!  You must get me there as quickly as I can to help him kill that monster.”  She gritted her teeth as she walked on, but her gait was fairly steady.  
 
    
 
   ***  
 
    
 
   Already far down the hallway, Khin was sniffing the air, and looking at the black spots of monster blood which were dotting the decking.  It led to a pressure door which was nearly closed, but still had a small crack where a flickering of light was sputtering through.  
 
    
 
   Remembering that the monster had attacked them previously while passing through a doorway, Khin was cautious.  Just like some rats had a style for hiding, this monster seemed to have a style for attacking.  He sniffed at the door, and the smell of monster was strong.  He also felt air moving past his face, being drawn into the space beyond the pressure door.  
 
    
 
   Khin kept his revolver aimed at the door, and sniffed again.   There were other smells, but it was hard for him to distinguish them as the air was moving away from him.  He knew that rats could smell him coming when the ventilation was moving the air in the wrong way, and here it clearly was wrong for his hunt.  The monster would be able to smell him, and know where he was far more readily than Khin could determine where the monster was located.  
 
    
 
   Digging out a bit of cheese from his pouch, Khin smeared it along the edge of the door, right where the crack was located.  Khin expected the door to spring back into its pocket at any moment, because the color control pad next to it was dark and unpowered.  That meant the door was working on its springs, as Khin called them, and a good whack could open it or close it.  He knew the monster had opened it in some manner.  Khin wondered silently, ‘Did the monster close the door, or did the door just close on its own?’  
 
    
 
   Khin waited for a bit, hoping the cheese would lure the monster out.  But it did not.  Eagerness, and anxiety mixed together in Khin’s mind and he knew the lost children were depending on him, as well as his promise to Vesna.
 
    
 
   Revolver in one hand, he placed his other hand’s fingers into the crack on the door.  Nothing bit or clawed him, and so he pulled.  The door did spring into its pocket, and then start to slide gently back closed.  Khin slipped past the door.  
 
    
 
   Overhead was a flickering and sputtering light. He was standing off to the side of a platform which was above a lowered area, a pit of sorts.  The air was moving toward that pit.  The monster’s dark blood was sprinkled in drops all about the door.  Khin thought the monster must have been standing there for a while, as the droplets were more numerous here than in the hall.  There were also smeared footprints. 
 
    
 
   Looking around, Khin saw vertical pipes which descended down from the ceiling and into the pit.  Down in that same direction, he could hear a fan turning. Glancing around again, he did not see any place nearby where the monster could hide, so he stepped away from the door.  Shadows were cast from the flickering lights, but Khin looked down into the pit.
 
    
 
   “The lair!” Khin exclaimed.  He looked around, ready to fight, but the monster was not to be seen. He looked another time, sniffed, and also listened intently.  Still no sign, sight, or sound of the monster.  Its stink was there, but that was not a fresh smell.  He put the revolver away. “Find a monster lair, burn out every hair.”  
 
    
 
   Khin climbed down to the pit, and looked more closely at the dead bodies which were all restrained against the walls of the pit.  There were two bodies against one wall, and five others, against a different wall.  All of them were in various states of decomposition.  Khin knew none of these bodies were the lost children, as all were far too rotted away to have been a recent murder.  He also recognized that all the bodies were of children, roughly four to twelve years old.  The clothing that was still present on some of them testified that the victims were from all three tribes of people.  Khin’s anger was rolling inside him.  A collar made from softer metal encircled the neck on each body.  Those collars were tied to the walls by ropes.  
 
    
 
   Khin walked over and knelt down by the bodies.  “I am sorry little ones, that no one protected you.  This was a horrible evil.  I will end this.”  He reached over and shut down the fan.  As he turned the levers to shut it off, plates dropped down covering the grille.  He could hear the fan blades slowly grinding to a halt.  “No more air goes out.”  
 
    
 
   Khin assessed the pit and saw how the platform, where the door was and which also led away from the pit, was moveable.  It had a retractable floor which was pulled all the way back.  He climbed up and out of the pit and opened a wall panel.  There he tried the manual cranks, and the floor was still operational.  He nodded.    
 
    
 
   “Yes, burn out every hair.”  Khin climbed down into the pit again, and looked all around.  He found the spot he was looking for, and with a few flicks of his knife blade, he unfastened a section of one pipe.  A bit of water dribbled out as he disconnected the pipe.  Inside there he slipped open a compartment.  Doing that exposed a place of small energy conduits.  It was a long reach and stretch for his hands, especially while the wounds on his back were hurting from such a spread.  Elbow deep in the pipes, he feared the monster would attack, but he pressed on anyway.  Khin pulled several of those energy conduits apart, doing it all by feel only, as he was pressed up against the pipe.  Nonetheless, he ever so carefully rearranged them.  They started to glow and put off heat.
 
    
 
   Quickly he pulled his hands out of the pipe, climbed back out of the pit, and grabbed the manual controls.  As fast as he could he cranked the platform floor shut, sealing off the site of such horrific carnage.  
 
    
 
   By then, the heat was rising, and only because the floor was permalloy did it stop the full effect of the thermal reaction from radiating extreme heat to where he stood.  
 
    
 
   “Find a monster lair, you must burn out every hair.  Children who were killed, may you rest now.  I am sorry you were killed,” Khin said and nodded at his own work.  “Now to find that monster, and end this.”
 
    
 
   He walked off quickly, while the former monster lair was incinerated in the spot he had sealed over.  The edges were glowing red from the heat.  That fire in the energy conduit increased in temperature, and spread backward along the energy channels.  It could not pass the permalloy covering Khin had put in place, but it was spreading via the utilities.  It was not to be contained in the monster’s lair.
 
    
 
   Following the trail of droplets, Khin left that place of the monster’s lair.  As he reached a distance away, he could again smell the lingering stink of the monster.  He hurried to chase it down. So much time had passed he wondered if too many days had gone by.  He also knew he was on the track of a monster, but he was unsure if it was the same monster which had stolen the children. Khin had hunted rats so many times and was well aware that where there was one rat seen, many others were nearby.  Goats were also like that.  Seldom did goats ever go off on solo adventures, but usually stayed within hearing range of the other goats. “Are monsters like that too?  Is there a monster pack down here?”
 
    
 
   He pressed on, and as he did, the corridor got warmer.  That was not unexpected as Khin knew basically where he was, since they had left the Hallway of Forever.  The halls were getting hotter as he kept walking.  The sputtering light was dwindling off behind him, and amber emergency lights, which nothing could grow under, were supplying more of the illumination.  There was no growth medium on the floors, and no mushrooms growing up anywhere.  The other times he had ventured this far into the bowels of the needle ship, he had still been in places where there were rats, mushrooms, and the dim lighting which fed the plants.  But as he knew, the Hallway of Forever went on for a long long distance.  He thought it ran from the beginning to the end of his world, or as he could say in wizard’s talk, the length of the needle ship.  He had come out of the Hallway of Forever somewhere new, and it felt like he was on a different side of the Burning Netherworld.
 
    
 
   One side of the corridor was especially hot, and the large doors there were baking with radiated heat.  Khin knew better than to open those kinds of doors.  Khin kept sniffing, and looking at the deck for the black droplets of monster blood.  Turning down a hallway, away from the heat, he saw a bulkhead door.  There was some fur and hair stuck on the side of the door, which had not sealed properly as it shut.  
 
    
 
   Khin pointed his revolver and was about to open the door when Sandie spoke to him via his private channel in his earpiece.  “Khin, I know you want me to be quiet, but I am with you and tracking you.  Vesna is moving toward your position, and I am helping her to get there.  A security automacube and a medical automacube are also coming toward you.  You may want to wait before opening this door.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, spirit-ghost, or I should say spirit-friend, I cannot let those children be hurt, if there is a chance they are alive.  I must stop this monster now.  Besides,” Khin laughed a little, “cubie red will make you dead.”
 
    
 
   “This red cubie is a friend,” Sandie replied.
 
    
 
   Khin’s smile was broad. He pushed and the bulkhead door opened.  
 
    
 
   Dropping down from above him, the monster swiped with its clawed hands.  It was taller than Khin, and moved very quickly.  
 
    
 
   Blam!
 
    
 
   Khin fired just as his hand was smacked by the clawed paw.  Instead of resisting the blow, Khin moved with it and rolled off to the side of the corridor.  It was a small place, and at the other end was a doorway with some kind of writing in white letters. 
 
    
 
   “Monsters must die!” Khin yelled as he straightened up and aimed.  
 
    
 
   But the monster grabbed his revolver and shoved it upward.  
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!
 
    
 
   The shots ricocheted around, but struck nothing.  The monster squeezed hard on the revolver and Khin’s fingers.  It was gripping him with both of its paws.  It was forcing his arms higher and higher with its brute strength.  
 
    
 
   Blam! Blam! 
 
    
 
   Khin squeezed the trigger again and again with his one hand.  With his other hand, he plunged his knife straight ahead and into the monster’s belly as hard as he could.  It immediately let go of his gun hand, and he dropped, still clutching the revolver.  
 
    
 
   The monster struck at him with a mighty swipe.  The claws raked Khin across the face as he dodged and turned.  Red blood came gushing from the injures, and one of Khin’s eyebrows was ripped apart.  He dropped to the deck as the monster rushed to the other side of the short corridor. 
 
    
 
   Khin tried to see, but the blood pouring over his face prevented that.
 
    
 
   Blam!  Blam!  He fired blindly.
 
    
 
   He heard a door hiss, and recognized that sound.  Without really looking or knowing where he was, or what the monster was doing Khin rushed toward where the hissing door sound was.  He crashed into the back of the monster, its tail bending and snapping.  Together in a jumble, man and monster passing through the threshold.  The crash knocked a pouch off his belt, and it fell into the door’s track.  
 
    
 
   The furry back of the monster was right at Khin’s face, and with his gun hand he tried to align a shot, but with his other hand he jabbed the knife into the furry frame.  
 
    
 
   Together, they tumbled into the large chamber.  Khin was slashing and hacking with his knife, and parts of the monster were falling to the sides.  
 
    
 
   Khin heard children screaming, and it sounded like a boy and a girl, but he could not make out their words.  The light was brighter than he expected, but his one eye was saturated in blood and he could not see from it.  
 
    
 
   A hard foot kicked him in the thigh, and that knocked him back against the sidewall next to the door.  He fell onto a workstation. 
 
    
 
   “Mariamne?” a girl’s voice screamed.   
 
    
 
   “Help us Uncle Khin!” a boy cried out.  
 
    
 
   Khin felt something strike him again, and that pushed him off the work station.  There was a furry blob in front of him, with a bright light behind it.  Khin worried where the children were, but he knew that thing was the monster.  
 
    
 
   Blam! He fired up at it.  The revolver was almost touching the monster’s fur.
 
    
 
   The thing’s shoulder tore away and spun the monster about. 
 
    
 
   The children screamed in tones Khin had never heard before.  
 
    
 
   Khin, knowing he had hurt the monster, pushed himself up and went after it.  With the back of his hand he forced the drying blood from his face, and saw more clearly what was there. 
 
    
 
   Dmitar was standing in front of another door.  Claire was slumped to the side of that same door.  Both were whimpering, screaming, crying, and trembling all at the same time.  
 
    
 
   Looking over, Khin saw the monster.  A huge flap of its fur was hanging loose, at the shoulder, and that same arm was hanging limp. Bizarre silvery metal stays and rods were exposed beneath that loose flap of fur.  Some light brown materials were visible under where the fur was hanging.  
 
    
 
   The monster leaped toward the children.  
 
    
 
   Khin pulled the trigger.  
 
    
 
   Click.  Click.  Click.  
 
    
 
   The monster grabbed, with its working limb, for Dmitar who was closest.   He had a water glass I his hand.  He flung it into the monster’s long snout, and the glass shattered.  The mouth and snout did not change.  They did not change at all.  No flinching, no bleeding, no grimacing.  The mouth did not even close.  The black reflective eyes of the monster still looked down at him.  
 
    
 
   At that instant, Claire dove at the monster’s legs and hit them just above the feet.  The monster was knocked forward, tripping over Claire.  Khin had dove into it from behind, slamming it face first to the deck.  He was on top of it from behind as it landed on the deck. Claire scrambled out from beneath the flailing limbs of the monster, with Khin sitting on it.  A stub of a tail jutted upward out of the monster’s back.  Fur was missing, and broken metal was all the remained of that monster’s appendage.    
 
    
 
   “Run!” Khin commanded.  He swung the revolver down, its steel barrel connecting with the spot on the monster’s head where the pointed ears came up.  One of the ears broke off, and wires dangled from where it had come loose.  A hole was revealed through which Khin could see a space.  He hammered the barrel down again and again. 
 
    
 
   “Flee!” Khin yelled to the children, and both Claire and Dmitar moved away a bit, but stayed in the repository.   
 
    
 
   The monster’s legs were kicking, but Khin remained and rode the monster as it tried to get up.  He could hear some odd sounds coming from its body.  He plunged his free hand down into the hole where the ear had been, and was shocked that there was an empty space.  For a moment, Khin wondered what kind of monster he had.  Then his hand felt hair.  He clenched it and yanked.  
 
    
 
   A woman screamed and the voice came from inside the monster.  Khin gripped the hair in his hand as hard as he could and with his other hand hammered the thing in front of him with the revolver’s barrel again.  One of the glossy black eyes of the monster broke loose, and rolled across the floor.  
 
    
 
   The monster kicked a mighty kick, and rolled to the side.  Khin did not let go, but was carried over with it.  As he landed, the monster’s still working arm jabbed into him.  His buttocks was pierced by the sharp claws.  Yet, he settled into it, knowing he was immobilizing part of the monster.  As they wrestled, more of the monster’s head separated, fell apart, and broke off.  Only a small metal frame, with some fragments of fur, and the lower jaw were still connected.  The fur had been ripped from the metal frame.  The underneath was now visible over the one shoulder, up most of the neck and surrounding the head.   
 
    
 
   “Mariamne?” Claire screamed as she recognized the woman’s face from within the monster.  
 
    
 
   “The creature has me!” Mariamne yelped.  “Help your Auntie and…”
 
    
 
   Dmitar jumped forward and punched her in the mouth, his arm reaching through the frame of the monster suit to do so.  
 
    
 
   Claire jumped onto the suit’s legs and hung on as tightly as she could, trying to prevent Mariamne from standing.  She deftly avoided the claws on the feet. Yet, Mariamne, from within the monster suit continued to kick out and try to stand.  Claire dig her hands into the suit seeking some fastener, closure, or way to get inside the fake fur.   
 
    
 
   Khin, his hand full of gray hair, refused to release his grip, but from his position he could not get a full swing using the revolver as a club.  The wounds to his back had split open, his face was still bleeding, and the sharp, but fake, claws were piecing his butt.  He hammered down again, but each blow kept striking the metal frame which had held the suit in place.  The servos and mini-motors on the suit were whining in protest, as Mariamne tried to stand.  
 
    
 
   “You horrible person!” Dmitar yelled as he again punched into the monster suit and struck her face.
 
    
 
   “Got it!” Claire yelled as her snaking hand had found a way between the flaps of the monster suit.  She shut down the power pack on Mariamne’s back.  The servo motors quit whining, and the depowered monster suit lay still.  
 
    
 
   “A phony monster!” Khin yelled.  He still had a firm hold on Mariamne’s head by her hair, and he was unwilling to let go.  He did not know what to do, but wanted the children to be safe.  
 
    
 
   Dmitar began ripping the monster fur off the exoskeleton.  Claire found Khin’s knife and began slicing off the connections where the external suit had locked onto the exoskeleton.  
 
    
 
   Each time Mariamne began to speak, Dmitar raised his fist, while Khin shook her head violently.  
 
    
 
   “You shut up, phony monster!” Khin yelled.  He was getting weak from blood loss, but feared the phony monster would attack the children if he passed out or let her go.  
 
    
 
   Vesna came limping in, revolver at the ready.  What she saw was surprising, shocking, and almost unbelievable.  If not for the flowing of so much blood from her beloved Khin, it would have looked silly.  A ripped and torn apart fake monster suit, with an older woman inside of it.  The look on that woman’s face was pure evil, and Vesna knew she had indeed found the real monster.  She rushed over.
 
    
 
   A blood covered Khin was holding onto the hair of the woman in the monster suit, yet he was also sitting on one of its arms.  Two children were ripping the costume apart.  That very anger older woman was staring out of the suit at her.  Malevolence shinned in her eyes.  
 
    
 
   “You are the monster!” Vesna yelled.  “Sandie told me to hurry.”  Vesna leveled her own revolver at Mariamne’s face
 
    
 
   “Yes, a woman inside a phony monster,” Khin said.  “I saved the children, help them.”  He passed out.  
 
    
 
   “Uncle Khin!” Dmitar yelled and rushed to catch Khin as he slumped down.  
 
    
 
   “Move and you die!” Vesna said as she saw Mariamne begin to roll over.  “I mean it.  I will put a bullet in your ugly head right now!”  Vesna did not know exactly why she failed to shoot.  She was shocked to learn the monster was a person, and not a crazed animal, but that was not all.  The presence of the children halted her quest for vengeance, as she did not want them to witness more horrors.  Her eyes never left Mariamne as she peered down the barrel of the revolver.  
 
    
 
   Mariamne looked away, and settled back down.  Dmitar helped Khin to lay out.  “He is bleeding too much!”
 
    
 
   Without looking away from the human monster, Vesna issued an order.  “Claire, get in this pouch on my thigh and grab a blue colored packet.” 
 
    
 
   Claire got off Mariamne and reached into the pouch.  Vesna had to lift up her arm a bit to allow Claire to reach in, and while that caused pain, her eyes and the revolver never moved from aiming at Mariamne.  When Claire pulled the trauma gel pack out, Vesna stated, “Rip it open and put it in Khin’s mouth.  Make him swallow it.”
 
    
 
   Claire did as she was instructed.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came through from the com-link.  “The medical automacube is only fifteen minutes away.  Captain Eris has been notified of this place.  The children’s parents are aware of the rescue.”  
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?” Mariamne asked with a mocking tone.  “No legitimate authority outside of this room.  We are the real masters of the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “Children, please go into the hall and wait for the white cubie,” Vesna stated.  Her lips were drawn tight, and her pupils were dark and intense.  
 
    
 
   “But Uncle Khin?” Dmitar asked.  “He is barely breathing.”
 
    
 
   Claire moved over and hugged the bloody body of Khin.  “He saved us.”
 
    
 
   “See, you can do nothing.  Weakling flight crew scum.  Your kind is who got us into this whole mess, and….” Mariamne snarled in contempt.
 
    
 
   “Shut up.” Vesna’s words were low and steady.  
 
    
 
   Mariamne, eyes filled with contempt, opened her mouth again, but then met Vesna’s gaze.
 
    
 
   “I will kill you in front of these children, if you say one more thing,” Vesna stated in a low and cold voice.  “No more warnings.”
 
    
 
   Mariamne diverted her eyes away, and shut her lips tightly.  
 
    
 
   A few anxious minutes later, a white automacube rolled into Repository 997.  It immediately began treating Khin’s many injuries, by carefully stripping off his blood-caked clothing, placing tubes, lines, medications, and treatments into him.  
 
    
 
   “I am Doctor 264, and this patient has an excellent prognosis for full recovery,” the white machine stated after assessment was made and the injuries were stabilized.  “He will be sleeping for a prolonged period now.  I have prepared him for transportation to the medical recovery unit, and summoned a transport automacube and an addition medical automacube to assist us here.”
 
    
 
   “That is not like the place called the SCU, or the… the Special Care Unit, right?” Vesna asked.  Her eyes were locked on Mariamne, even though memories were flooding her mind, and her emotions were jumping about like frogs in one of Beta’s streams. 
 
    
 
   “Accessing recordings,” Doctor 264 replied.  “Actually, the SB Cotard is overseeing all medical care on the Conestoga now.  The lessons learned from the unfortunate series of events at the Special Care Unit have been adopted into the new and revised standards of care.  This patient will receive outstanding care.”  
 
    
 
   “He better,” Vesna replied.  
 
    
 
   “My initial visual assessment shows that your arm and wrist are fractured in multiple places,” Doctor 264 stated.  “May I render treatment to you while we await the additional automacubes?”
 
    
 
   “Not now.  Help these children.  Take care of them first,” Vesna insisted. 
 
    
 
   “They were given overview assessments upon my arrival and had no emergent physical issues.  They will be transported to be reunited with their families, and then given appropriate post-trauma support and assistance.  I can do nothing more for them, at this time, and in this place.  May I treat the injuries to the suspected criminal now?” Doctor 264 asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.”  Vesna kept her revolver trained on Mariamne, and said, “How much longer until that red cubie gets here?” In her mind, she was also asking herself, ‘And what do I do with these others?  Are they all monsters too?’ Referring to the people in suspended animation.  She did not verbalize those thoughts.  
 
    
 
   The red automacube rolled into the repository just a moment later.  It was very beaten up, with dents, scratches, and all kinds of stains all over it.  One drive wheel was missing, but it was moving adequately.  It had a black SA-44 stenciled on its side, some of which had been smudged out by what looked like flames or high heat of some kind.  
 
    
 
   “I will take charge of this prisoner,” SA-44 stated in a very mechanical and scratchy voice.  “She will be placed into custody under order of Captain Eris, according to the Conestoga’s Articles of Confederation.”  
 
    
 
   “No!” Mariamne yelled.  
 
    
 
   Vesna was so very tempted to shoot her, but, because the children were still there, she did not.  
 
    
 
   A set of wires erupted from the front of the red automacube, SA-44, and precisely landed on Mariamne’s exposed skin.  She jerked once as the shock settled into her.  “Resisting arrest will not be tolerated.”
 
    
 
   Vesna let out a huge sigh, and motioned to the medical automacube.  “Fix her up.”
 
    
 
   Doctor 264 and SA-44 then precisely and efficiently stripped the monster costume, exoskeleton, power backpack, and all the strange outfit off of Mariamne.  The monster suit was bizarre.  There were small tanks, which held an anesthetic gas, connected to the palms on each glove.  The claws on the gloves and shoes were removed.  Those tanks were drained, and the suit dismembered.  Everything was logged in meticulous detail for the records.  When that was completed, the medical automacube had Mariamne reclining in a safe place, hands and feet restrained.  The security automacube had completely disassembled the monster suit and had its component parts stacked into a transport carton which was labeled ‘Evidence.’
 
    
 
   A yellow transport automacube rolled into the repository as well as a second medical automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Now, you can help me,” Vesna said.  She holstered her revolver and sat down.  
 
    
 
   “I am Doctor 894, my compeer, Doctor 264 will be accompanying the patient Khin and the children as they travel to their destinations.  I have been informed of what has transpired here and will now assist in treating your fractures,” the new white automacube said.  
 
    
 
   “Very well, it is rather a good time to get this arm fixed,” Vesna replied.  She then let the white automacube do its job.  Tapping the com-link Vesna asked, “Sandie, did you record all of this?  The children are safe, the troubles are over.”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “Yes, I have made recordings.  You are to be commended for your fine work.  I am pleased to hear that Khin will recover from his wounds.  He too is to be commended.  However, the troubles for the Conestoga are far from over.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   10 and they will follow you into the deepest valleys
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The engineering automacube rolled past the teleportation sending and receiving pads and toward what had once been Exterior Repair Station 14-NS.  Another blue automacube was working inside the faster-than-light scout ship which was welded, via a permalloy umbilicus, to the hull.  
 
    
 
   Jerome stood near the supply room which had served as a bedroom.  It was the first place he had thought of as home on the Conestoga.  He still remembered the rats and goats which he had seen shortly after his arrival.  He shook his head a bit recalling how amazing it had been to see living animals.  He leaned against the wall, and tried to flex his arms in some callisthenic movements, but that did little good to relieve the anxiety and melancholy he was feeling.  
 
    
 
   Some sparks flashed as the interior console of the FTL scout was opened with surgical precision by the first of the engineering automacubes.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?” Monika’s voice came through his com-link.  “How are you?”
 
    
 
   “Sad,” he replied. “I know life is a series of natural and spontaneous changes. I know I should not resist every change, for that only creates sorrow. Reality will always be reality, and this needs to be done.  But, Monika, I am sad that I am doing this alone.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I would be with you, except for the fact someone needed to keep watch on the defensive systems.”  He heard one of his sons, Kalur, cooing a bit in the background.  Jerome recognized Monika was probably holding him.  
 
    
 
   “I know, and I will be back.  I just had hoped Cammarry would come and see this.  She always liked to know the full story, and this is the end of a big story here.  I should let things flow naturally forward in whatever way they go, but I have regrets.”
 
    
 
   “We all have regrets, but I do not regret knowing you, Jerome.”  Monika’s voice was soothing.  
 
    
 
   “Nor I with you.  I will keep watch here until the Atomic Level Processor is reinstalled,” Jerome said and let out a sigh.  “I will acknowledge my regrets.  Doctor Chambers told me never to smother my sorrow, but instead to tend and cherish it until it has taught me what lesson I need to learn. He said, ‘To regret deeply is to live afresh.’”
 
    
 
   “And I will be here for you.  Take the time you need,” Monika stated.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I am sorry to interrupt,” Sandie’s voice came through the com-link.  “Pardon me Monika for the intrusion, but I have finally established contact with Cammarry.  May I connect her in?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, please.”  Jerome’s words were laced with trepidation.  
 
    
 
   A projection came from his com-link and a three-dimensional image of Cammarry appeared in the goat room.  She was wearing woven clothing, of a light green color.  Her medium complexion was tanned more than Jerome remembered.  She brushed a strand of her silky, dark-brown hair back over an ear.  Sternness was set into her oval face, with its narrow brown eyes which gazed at him with a mix of emotions.  Not the least of which was anger.
 
    
 
   “What do you want Jerome?  This yellow automacube came rolling up to our home in some mad rush with demands I speak to you,” Cammarry said.  
 
    
 
   “Did Sandie inform you what was happening?” Jerome asked, somewhat taken aback by the brusque comments.  
 
    
 
   “I have not activated the com-link. I will not activate it.  I put it inside a permalloy chest so no one can spy on me.  The only message I got was from this automacube telling me you had something urgent.  I will not go on some adventure, so do not even ask.  I do not care how short you are on pilots.  Count me out.”
 
    
 
   “The FTL scout is being disassembled by the Goat Room.  Sandie’s ALP is being placed into an automacube.  I thought you may want to see the scout before it is ditched,” Jerome said.  “It brought you and me here, and I am watching them take it apart now.  If you took the transport you could be here quickly, or even use the teleporter if that is closer.” 
 
    
 
   “Jerome, that part of my life is over. I barely survived it.  We did not survive it.  You and I went separate ways. Our stories have a common beginning, but will have different endings.  I can see that this is somehow emotional for you, and I do respect that.  But Alizon and I have our farm, and this is paradise for me.”  Cammarry spread her arms wide with the palms up.  There was a small smile on her face.  “Better than Dome 17, and far better than anything else I have ever seen on the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “I am happy for you,” Jerome said, and tears ran down his face.  “I truly am.  I just wanted you to have the chance to see this, if you wanted to see it.  I think…” Jerome stopped himself from mentioning the Jellies and the danger they were all in.  The peaceful look on Cammarry’s face was too precious for him to disturb. “…I think I was just being overly sentimental.  I am sorry to have bothered you. If we ever get a ricochet ball court made, may I invite you to a match?”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s face softened, a bit.  “Maybe someday we will be able to look back and talk about Dome 17, and all that has happened.  Right now, I am not ready.  Alizon lets me be me, and I need nothing more than that.  I assume you are in a crisis, and there are dangers on this last flight, but I do not really care.  Honestly, we all will die one day.  I have found paradise, no matter how long it lasts.  Hey, but sure, with that wife of yours and her building skills, she probably will make you a ricochet court for the children.  I wish you the best.”  She reached over and touched the camera.
 
    
 
   The three-dimensional display winked off.  
 
    
 
   Apart from the disassembly sounds from the two automacubes, the place Jerome and Cammarry had made as a home was silent.  So too were the tears which dripped steadily off Jerome’s face.  They dropped onto the permalloy decking, but no one heard.   
 
    
 
   On the other end of the needle ship, Captain Eris was busy on the bridge.
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?” Sandie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, what is it?”  She leaned forward in the command chair on the bridge and reviewed some of the display screens which were showing their progress on weapons building and the slow but steady advancement they were making toward the Cosmic Crinkle. Eris fervently hoped reaching there would mean a safe escape.
 
    
 
   “Khin and Vesna have recovered the children who were missing.  Khin is injured and being transported to Alpha’s hospital in Aston,” Sandie the AI reported.  “The children are safe and alive, although traumatized.  Vesna was also injured, but not as seriously.  She is leading them back, with a security automacube as escort.  A human prisoner is in custody.”  
 
    
 
   “Well, I am glad they are not dead,” Eris stated as she prayed and gave thanks.  “The children will need help.  Direct them to Alpha and the facilities in either of the two towns, whichever they can reach most quickly.  A human prisoner?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, a late-middle aged, female who was using a strange and mechanically powered costume as a weapon.  The costume was in the form of a vicious beast.  She apparently has been involved in multiple abductions and murders of children,” Sandie replied.
 
    
 
   “So, Khin did truly find a monster.  Relay a message to Clark’s family and tell them the monster has been dealt with,” Eris ordered.  “I want to learn all about that, but first to the ship’s condition.  How are we?”
 
    
 
   “Repairs are underway, and the weapons are being built.  Additionally, I have been able to analyze the internal mechanisms of the Shah of Persia Energy Concentrator, due to Khin and Vesna passing through a section of it,” Sandie stated.  
 
    
 
   “What?  That is forbidden by all safety regulations.  Is that how Khin was injured?  They went inside the concentrator?  Really?  Unsuited?  And they survived?  Is that where the children were taken?  Radiation? Flash burns? What?  How did they do it?  That is supposed to be completely sealed!  Was it? Is that related to that prisoner who abducted the children?  Or is there more to this? Did some Jellies get aboard?”  Her questions came out very rapid fire, and her voice was higher than normal.
 
    
 
   “Khin and Vesna have no apparent injuries from being inside there, which surprised me as well.  Khin was injured in fighting the human in the monster suit.  That person, Mariamne by name, was in a modified exoskeleton, which was made to look like a legendary beast.  Checking the history logs, the costume most resembled a mythological werewolf.”
 
    
 
   “So, a psychopathic individual was killing children,” Eris said.  “We are blessed to have gotten them back, but through that concentrator?  How did that occur?”
 
    
 
   “Indeed, it is surprising. Khin knew a method of traversing the Shah of Persia Energy Concentrator, which allowed them to safely cross the section.  Khin’s resourcefulness again was demonstrated.  The perpetrator had apparently crossed it as well. During their transit inside it, I was limited in my communication abilities, but I did record and assess what is happening inside there.  I am unsure how we would have assessed that in any other manner.  It was quite fortuitous.  I have dispatched some engineering automacubes to make repairs.” 
 
    
 
   “I would say it was divine intervention.  I would have thought that the kidnapper would be dead, but you said she is a prisoner?” Eris asked, and confidently thought between Khin and Vesna, if the villain had not died in the fighting, they would have executed the human monster.  “I assume that murderer escaped into the concentrator and avoided Khin and Vesna?  Is that it?”  
 
    
 
   “Actually, no.  Khin incapacitated the perpetrator, and Vesna held her until the security automacube arrived.  The rescue took place in Repository 997, which at the time was totally isolated and sequestered off from the nonphysicality,” Sandie replied.  “The abductor was…” 
 
    
 
   “A repository?  Were any of the cocoons still working?” Eris’ mind raced back to her own revival from suspended animation.  She shuddered, recalling what she had seen and endured.  A spark of hope did arise amid those sickening memories.  She asked herself silently, ‘Perhaps some qualified crew members are still alive? People I might have known?’  But then she quickly added in her mind, ‘Alas, there would not be time to do a proper revival before we escape the Jellies.’  She cut off the thought which trailed on that like an exhaust from a thruster, ‘Unless the Jellies win.’ 
 
    
 
   “There are five people still in suspended animation.  All the readings are normal and AI Batibat has been linked in to oversee those five people,” Sandie replied but then hesitated.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  What is it?  There is more, what are you not telling me?” Eris demanded.  
 
    
 
   “As I was about to say, the abductor, Mariamne, is alive and in guarded custody.  She is being prepared for transport to the medical facilities in Alpha.  She is obviously deranged, and SB Cotard will be seeing to her medical and mental health conditions.  Disturbingly, she recounts that all six of these people are insurrectionists. It is possible, and SB Cotard has yet to determine her trustworthiness in reporting, but it is possible she is telling the truth.  None of the Conestoga’s logs have any records of these people.  None have identification tracking implants, and the logs on the suspended animation cocoons show they have been in an emergency manual mode for seventy years, eighteen days.  In those years, each cocoon was opened for five days out of every thirty.  Apparently, according to Mariamne’s rantings, each person took a turn as a sentinel called the guardian.  Five days all alone, down in that repository, overseeing the other five occupants.”
 
    
 
   “A rapid emergency reanimation once every month?  Seriously?  Oh, my gracious.  The risk for emotional and mental trauma is immense.  How many medical automacubes were there tending to them?  Did they use the emergency medical suspended animation protocols?  That would be the only way I can imagine they would have any success at all.  What do those doctors report?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “There were no medical services of any kind attending to those cocoons and their occupants.  The logs show they were manually revived and manually reinserted each time.  You are correct, they did use the emergency medical suspended animation procedures, but in ways never intended.  They coupled that into the long term suspended animation cocoons.  In some ways, it was a very unique and innovative arrangement, but far outside of standard operating procedures.  It was all dependent entirely on routine and ongoing human oversight.” Sandie stated in a clinical manner, with hardly any expression or altered tones.  “Tragically, apparently, it was during Mariamne’s time as guardian that she dressed in the modified labor exoskeleton costume and stalked the corridors seeking children.  Claire’s and Dmitar’s accounts confirm she kidnapped them dressed as the monster, and then sought to be their Auntie Mariamne.”
 
    
 
   “A pathological personality.”  The lights on the display in front of Eris flashed a series of colors, which reflected off her mocha complexion.  The readings were troubling. “That prisoner must be securely confined, away from our people.  What we ultimately do with her is a discussion for another time.  Sandie hold tight for a moment.” Eris adjusted some controls, and ran another scan of space.  Its findings were coming back.  “AI Batibat?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain,” the artificial intelligence system responded.  “You usually contact me through the lattice of compeers, how may I assist?”
 
    
 
   “Those newly recovered people in Repository 997, I think that was the location,” Eris began.  “I want you to…”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain, that is a fascinating…”
 
    
 
   “Just listen to me,” Eris interrupted. “Return the prisoner to Repository 997 immediately.  I want her in suspended animation as soon as possible.  No arguments!  All those people in there are each considered as a high-risk security threat to the Conestoga. Do not allow any of them to be revived without my express permission.  Keep them safe and securely in suspended animation, but away from all other people.  I do not trust any of them.  Be on alert for strange or bizarre subroutines.  They have modified that repository dramatically.  Beware some unexpected human interference.  If there are others wandering in those areas, they might come back there.  I am authorizing an engineering, a medical, and a security automacube to be present at that location at all times.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris, I hardly think that is necessary,” AI Batibat began, but Eris interrupted again. “The proper…”
 
    
 
   “Your position is noted, but the decision is final.”
 
    
 
   Eris tapped her com-link. “Sandie, make sure that prisoner is returned to that original repository. Stabilize any of her injuries, but put her in suspended animation as soon as possible.  I will not risk Alpha by exposure to these people.  That is unacceptable.”
 
    
 
   “I understand Captain Eris.  I am sending out those commands,” Sandie replied. 
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris, I hardly feel a wounded person is a threat,” AI Batibat stated.  “She is already set for transport and…”    
 
    
 
   “Please do what I say, without delay.  I will have Sandie override your system if necessary. I appreciate you help, but this subject is not open for debate.” Eris cut the link.  She then tapped the com-link on her ear.  She also silently prayed for help as she looked at the displays.  They confirmed her fears.    
 
    
 
   “Sandie, the Jellie ship is on the move again.  How soon will the scout be detached?  I am afraid the Jellies are about to set off another neutrino disruption charge.”
 
    
 
   “The engineering automacubes have just finished removing the console and are about to move my Atomic Level Processor.  I will be unable to interact with anyone during the transition while it is reinstalled into the engineering automacube.  After that, the separation of the scout will take fifteen minutes.  The remote control for its FTL drive is in place, and can be accessed from the defense station and or from the bridge.  Jerome is currently observing the proceedings,” Sandie replied.
 
    
 
   “Make it happen as quickly as possible.  The Jellie ship is moving, not toward us, but last time it was moving it set off one of those charges, and we just got lucky.  They cannot find us.  Not yet, hopefully not ever.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  Your commands have been implemented.  I am going under for now.  Sorry I will not be available for a while.  God speed to you, Captain Eris.  I will respond as soon as reinstallation is completed,” Sandie said.  
 
    
 
   Eris smiled.  “God be with you Sandie.”  Eris adjusted the controls on her chair.  “Monika?  Are you manning the defenses?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  Jerome is predisposed,” Monika said.  “I see the Jellie ship is moving.  We now have seven Willie Cannons operational, as well as the five probes.  Some of the Vindicator Missiles are in the hanger bays, but none are yet operational.”  
 
    
 
   “I know Jerome is in teleportation seeing to the scout.  I understand why he is there,” Eris said.  “Hold your fire on all systems until we know what is happening.”
 
    
 
   “I will wait for your orders,” Monika said.  
 
    
 
   They both watched their separate display screens as the Jellie ship traveled on its course.  There was no discernable method in its mysterious movements. 
 
    
 
   “Captain?  This is Siva in engineering.  I am unable to contact Sandie.  Have we been attacked?”
 
    
 
   “No, but Sandie is unavailable for a while,” Eris responded.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie told me that would happen, but not when, nor for how long.  I also just received some comprehensive plans for repairing the Conestoga’s main drive, using automacubes.  To be more precise, the energy feeds into the main drive.  Damaged areas were in something called the Shah of Persia Energy Concentrator.  Strange name, also known as the Hallway of Forever? Some breaks in that energy channel look like the major problem area which I missed before.  Sorry about that.  Nearby to that is something called the Burning Netherworld?  That spot is serving as a heat sump.  Basically, a place where the excess energy has been dumped.  It, like that energy concentrator, runs the length of the ship, but that place is overheating due to improper venting which was also contributing to why our alignments and ejections were not working.  The repairs are underway, which Sandie arranged.  I estimate we could run a full scale main drive test quickly now, if needed.  However, that would involve a complete venting of all the overheated chambers to the exterior.  No more Burning Netherworld.  We shoot out all that heat into space, and we will be glowing like the carousel on a dark night.  We will be rather bright on every visual, energy, and if there was conduction in space, even auditory discovery method out there.  Eyes, ears, and noses will know where we are.  Do Jellies have those?  In fact, when we do this, the Jellies will probably be able to taste our spicy heat.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.  Thank you, Siva.  I know the needle ship’s main drive with its bow-to-stern energy collector is vastly complicated.  My own junior level engineering training barely equipped me for the basics of that drive.  I applaud you!  Standby to initiate the drive, but wait for my instructions,” Eris replied.  Turning away she commanded, “SB Pinaka, give me your best analysis of what the Jellie ship is doing.”
 
    
 
   The main display screen switched and showed the Jellie ship.  Its purple glow irritated, but SB Pinaka adjusted the filters and that infuriating annoyance was scaled back to a tolerable bluish purple glow. 
 
    
 
   “The lattice of compeers has reviewed all that we have observed of this Jellie ship.  We have no suggestions on its possible actions.  Sandie was reviewing the records from the Zalians, but those are not yet fully translated, collated, and searchable by the lattice,” SB Pinaka responded.  “We do suggest moving the entire human population into the Alpha biome.  That structure is the most reinforced section of the Conestoga.  Its double hulled shell offers advantages which are not available on the needle ship.  It could serve as refuge in time of attack.”
 
    
 
   “The general public does not even know that the Jellies are out there,” Eris lamented.  “Panic will set in, if they even believe me.  But send out a message to Wanda of the Fruit People, and to Fedders and Dick of the Chicken People, also get word to Khin’s parents, Otau and Majka.  Tell them during this last flight, that they suggest people go to Alpha…  no wait.  Do not do that.” Eris prayed and wondered how much to tell, and to whom.  Her mind whirled.  Then she decided.  “No, cancel my instructions.  Tell them nothing.  If we get attacked, we will need to have people in various places to respond and report, and that includes across the needle ship.  They might not be safest, but everyone is now part of the militia for defending the Conestoga.  I just hope we do not need to summon them. Instead, alert every automacube, of all types, to be ready to respond to an incursion.  Also, have all emergency bulkheads, containment curtains, and locks ready.  If we get attacked, I want to be able to segment the Conestoga to retain atmosphere.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris,” SB Pinaka returned. 
 
    
 
   “This blasted waiting is difficult,” Monika stated.  Her face was on one of Eris’ smaller screens.  
 
    
 
   “Eris? The scout has been shoved away.  We did it with a pneumatic burst,” Jerome’s voice came through the com-link.  “That should leave no energy on the hull, or if there was some, it will be very minor and hard to see.  May I make a suggestion?”
 
    
 
   “What is it Jerome?” Eris asked.   
 
    
 
   “If the Jellies detonate another neutrino disruption charge, immediately launch the FTL in the scout.  They will think we are running away.  It might work like the lure Monika suggested, if the timing is correct.”
 
    
 
   “That is a good idea,” Eris sighed out.  She felt nervous when speaking to Jerome, as he was older, from Dome 17 with its advanced technology, and she was unsure of his reactions.  “We are hardened now against neutrino disruption, at least in our scanning and perceiving technology.  Monika, you will be backup on engaging the scout’s FTL.  If a Jellie’s detonation hits us, and I do not engage it, you should not wait longer than thirty seconds before you do so.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I will do that Captain.”
 
    
 
   So, now we watch and we wait,” Eris said.  She wondered again about her decision about keeping people on the needle ship.  She prayed about that and wrestled with seeing value in both options.  
 
    
 
   “I will return to the defense station,” Jerome said.  Nothing more can be done here.  The automacube carrying Sandie will accompany me while they finish reinstallation and initiation.  Did Sandie tell you how long it would take?”
 
    
 
   “It sounded like it would be almost instantaneously upon reinstallation,” Eris said.  “I had expected that Sandie would be back with us by now.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris,” SB Pinaka stated. “Detonation detected.  This is unlike…”
 
    
 
   All the screens and displays which were glowing in their multiple colors suddenly went to a soft fuzzy gray.  The overhead lights remained on, but they were the only illumination now on the bridge. A strange smell and hum floated over the area.  No voices came through any of the intercom systems.  No discernable images on any screens. 
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka!  Report!” Eris commanded.  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   Eris slammed her hand against the display where the FTL scout’s remote control touch switch had been located.  Nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   Eris’ hand grabbed levers and switches.  She quickly dialed some backup manual controls, but could not activate the scout’s FTL remote, nor could she regain any observations or scans of what was happening outside of the Conestoga.  No links or couplings were found going anywhere in the nonphysicality.  The bridge was isolated.  She prayed and closed her eyes
 
    
 
   As Eris’ consciousness rushed into the shadowlands, she summoned forth all members.  The two artificial intelligences immediately popped into her perspective.  The blue sky was still congealing into its pretty colors and white clouds were forming as the phantasms of those AIs appeared.  
 
    
 
   “AI Batibat, AI Seljak, immediately restore all external views.  Connect me to the FTL remote control for the scout.  Tell me what is happening!” Eris screamed.  “Bring Monika in here now!”
 
    
 
   Monika’s image appeared, but was somewhat hazy and still seated before a ghostly version of the monitors in the defense station.  Her eyes were flipping from screen to screen, and then looked up.  “I am here Eris.” Her voice was controlled, but stressed.  “The Jellies detonated something.  I am launching the FTL scout.”  Monika’s hand was blurry, as she operated the controls in the real world, while the impressions and apparitions of those same controls were reflected there in the shadowlands.  “FTL systems on the scout are firing!”
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  What happened?  We were hardened against the Jellie detonations.  I must know what is happening!”
 
    
 
   AI Seljak answered in its somewhat whimsical voice.  “Our optics and scanners are now hardened against neutrino disruption charges.  However, this time, the Jellies detonated a charge which altered sleptons and pseudo-muons.  Defense and Counter Assault Control were protected, partially, from those disruptions, but not entirely.  The permalloy which encases….”
 
    
 
   “Explain the details later.  And call it the Defense station.  Get me some views outside.  What is happening?” Eris commanded.  “Where is the Jellie ship?”  
 
    
 
   “I am linking a monitor to you on the bridge,” Monika stated.  “I think it will come in through our com-links.  The nonphysicality is not smooth, nor consistent right now.  My com-link will send, yours will receive.”
 
    
 
   Eris reached up and, while in the shadowlands there had been no visible com-link over her ear, as she touched herself the com-link’s counterpart in the shadowlands appeared under her hand.  A display screen flickered on in front of her, projected from nowhere that was observable.  
 
    
 
   “Well done Monika!  I can see some readings,” Eris replied.  
 
    
 
   Eris looked closely.  The Conestoga’s hull was intact, both around Alpha Habitat and the length of the needle ship.  Environmental factors were reading essentially unchanged.  The display then split and showed status reports on one side, and an external view on the other.  As Eris looked to the external view, suddenly there was a white flash where there had only been the blackness of space just moments before.  
 
    
 
   “The FTL scout is gone.  I hope the Jellies take the bait!” Monika stated.  She was unaware that some of her roustabout friends were watching her from within the shadowlands.  
 
    
 
   “Destination?” Eris asked.  
 
                 
 
   “Sandie never said.  At least not to me.”  Monika still had access to some scanners and optics which were operational.  She connected them in quickly to the com-link system, although it was a patchwork, as the detonation and disruption charge had played havoc with couplings and links.  It had left life support and the Alpha biome intact, as those systems were more fortified against interruption.  Monika’s head was throbbing as she worked, trying to make connections, and at the same time, be part of the shadowlands as well.  It was truly strange, and she felt as if she were in two places at once.
 
    
 
   “Relax Monika, I am assisting in here.  You are doing well,” Shadow stated.  “I can finalize these links via liaising circuits, and will complete and confirm those couplings.”  
 
    
 
   “Monika has rerouted some camera apertures,” AI Batibat stated.  “I will drive those views into the bridge monitors which will be reflected here in the shadowlands.  You should see the Jellie ship now.”
 
    
 
   A second display opened in front of Eris.  The two display screens appeared to hang unsupported in the air.  It was incongruous with the fake pastoral setting of the shadowlands.  Somehow Eris wondered if Captain Lechner had ever thought his Shadow Level Clearance would be used against a threat originating outside of the Conestoga.  Then she thought of the Cosmic Crinkle which was obviously outside of the ship.  ‘External threat or internal insurrection?  Which was Shadow designed for?’
 
    
 
   “I am what I am,” Shadow stated to Eris.
 
    
 
   Despite all her racing thoughts, Eris could now see the Jellie ship.  It had moved toward them.  It was flashing very rapidly, alternating between deep purple, and neon blue colors.  Eris expected the pink destruction beam to strike at any moment.  Then, enigmatically, the Jellie ship was gone.
 
    
 
   “Did I lose the feed?” Eris asked. 
 
    
 
   “No!  The Jellie ship just left.  I cannot see it anywhere,” Monika said as she looked nervously from screen to monitor to display.  “Nothing showing anywhere for that Jellie ship.”
 
    
 
   “Did you fire some weapon?” Eris asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  I did not.  I am not sure what we just saw,” Monika replied.  
 
    
 
   “I think we just observed the Jellies use their own form of faster-than-light propulsion,” AI Seljak reported.  “That is my best assessment.”
 
    
 
   “Bridge systems functionality is returning in reality,” AI Batibat reported.  
 
    
 
   “Engineering?  Engine room?  Roustabouts?” Eris barked out.  “Get the main drive on now!  Get us to that Cosmic Crinkle as fast as you can.  We run while the Jellies are gone.  Move us out of here.”
 
    
 
   Siva’s apparition was standing next to that of Peter’.  While physically they were in the engineering room by the main drive, they looked to be just standing in a pleasant meadow.  Siva answered first, “Yes, Captain.”
 
    
 
   “Venting of heat started,” Peter announced.  “Main drive begins in two minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Inertia suppression systems at maximum,” Siva reported, but now his apparition was blurring.  “All alignments and ejectors are as good as we can make them.  Concentrator is reading steady.  We should be able to build to at least sixty-five percent of maximum acceleration when the main drive is hot.”
 
    
 
   “Are connections and bridge command functions back?” Eris asked. “Can I work from there now?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, the bridge stations are at eighty-nine percent of functionality, and it is steadily improving,” AI Seljak replied.
 
    
 
   Eris looked around, but the simulation of Sandie was missing.  She abruptly dismissed the shadowlands.  She jerked a bit as her consciousness was flung back into her body in the real world.  As she looked at the bridge controls, the main large screen now showed the blackness of space, but a trajectory was superimposed on it.  There were dotted lines leading to a circular symbol which was labeled Cosmic Crinkle.
 
    
 
   SB Pinaka’s mechanical voice said, “Course plotted and trajectory computed.”  
 
    
 
   “Captain, the main drive is activating!  This carousel is about to really spin,” Peter stated through a monitor.  His face was lit by a huge smile.  “Ejectors will fire momentarily.  Everything looks good!  Away we go!  This lark will be great!” 
 
    
 
   Eris grinned and tried to hide from the outside the inner struggle she was enduring.  Her prayers were fervent that they would make it to the Cosmic Crinkle before the Jellies came back.  
 
    
 
   ***   
 
    
 
   The scout ship moved into its faster-than-light mode, blinking out of normal physical space.  Monika triggered the remote control, and the system that Sandie design engaged.  A crude and roughly resealed hatch withstood the pressures and changes, but even if it had not, there was no one aboard to protect.  No humans, and no artificial intelligences. Two empty pilot seats, with a chopped open console between them. Had a pilot been seated, he or she would have thought they were looking out the front of the scout. However, in the emptiness of the void outside of regular space, where the FTL system had placed the scout ship, orientation was very subjective.  The scout appeared, from the perspective of looking out the clear permalloy, to be surrounded by a gray mass of nothingness.  When the FTL was engaged, the whole universe shifted.  This journey differed from the sling launch and first engagement of the FTL.  Here, no intelligences were present, and the systems followed a preset algorithm.  Swirls of black and white mixed around the ship.  The darkest grey was straight ahead, the grey color lightened to the sides of the FTL scout, and was most light, almost an off-white, behind the scout.  It was moving from one location in space, to another, without traversing every part in between.  
 
    
 
   The scout was a tiny speck compared to that vast void of gray, and yet, even the gray was moving, in a manner of speaking.  For the grayness was altering, evolving, and mutating, swirling as the scout ship made its journey.  Time passed inside the empty cabin of the scout, but no human pilots were there to perceive it.  Nor was the artificial intelligence system there to chronicle the passage of time, relative to the movement from one part of space to another.  
 
    
 
   Sandie had programmed the remote control to send the scout to a location discovered by the great and innovative astronomer Gretchen Westerhuis.  While Sandie had programmed the remote controlled FTL, the artificial intelligence system had thought briefly of the adventurer Gretchen, from Dome 17, who had been named after that pioneering astronomer Gretchen Westerhuis.  Astronomer Westerhuis had invented a new method of planetary detection.  During that search of the heavens, which had taken place a few years prior to the Great Event, Astronomer Westerhuis had found the largest example of what scientists of her era had initially called a white-hole.  It was also the location of extremely unstable radiation, fluctuating gravimetrics, traces of antimatter, and intense fields of circulating gamma particles.  Gretchen Westerhuis called it the White Rabbit, because she had no idea what would happen if something were to fall into that region of space.
 
    
 
   The Master Engineer Brink who had designed and built Sandie also had investigated the Westerhuis White Rabbit.  Brink had specifically programmed in safeguards into Sandie to avoid any travel close to it.  Brink’s reasoning was that it was an area of space where physical laws were unstable, even down to the subatomic levels.  Brink, like Astronomer Westerhuis, had been unable to discern what would happen to a spacecraft that ventured into that White Rabbit.  Sandie was intrigued by the Westerhuis White Rabbit.  
 
    
 
   Therefore, Sandie had set the scout’s navigation system along with its remote-controlled activation, to send the FTL scout on a two-stop mission.  The first stop would be near a solar system which Sandie had discovered while searching for the teleportation signal from Earth.  The solar system consisted of three stars.  The primary star was a blue giant.  The other two stars formed a tightly bound pair, one a yellow semi-dwarf, and the other a star similar to Earth’s star with a warm yellow-white glow.  The three-star system was a rare type, and boasted twenty-one planets, most of which were circumbinary.  Sandie hoped the rare solar system would pique the interest of the Jellies.  At best, it was a rough guess, as Sandie had very limited knowledge of what the Jellie’s found desirable in a planet or solar system.  The Zalian records showed water was a common factor in the history of where Jellie activity had been observed, but that was only a rudimentary estimate.  Nonetheless, Sandie picked that trinary solar system because four of those planets were located in a terrestrial-beltway zone and two had distinct readings of oceans.  They were not quite earth equivalent planets, but they were close.  The scout was scheduled to drop from FTL near that solar system and then hesitate for a predetermined, but short, period of time, then retarget and restart the FTL, heading directly for the Westerhuis White Rabbit.
 
    
 
   It was a giant guess based on a few scraps of information.    
 
    
 
   Sandie hoped that that two-step maneuver might give the impression the scout was under biological control.  The two-steps might, if the Jellies thought in any way similar to how humans thought, that the scout was fleeing toward a base or home.  The two-step was intended to mimic some organically inspired commands, or at least Sandie guessed that might be how it was perceived.  
 
    
 
   That first step, heading toward what looked like a solar system with a high-probability for indigenous life, was the best lure.  Sandie had discarded taking the FTL right for the White Rabbit region, guessing that the Jellies might not understand the White Rabbit either.  But if luck or fate or the gods smiled on the FTL scout ship’s journey, the Jellies would take the bait, be in pursuit, and when that second FTL maneuver happened, they might follow.  It was the best deception that Sandie could invent.  
 
    
 
   Sandie, the artificial intelligence system, was not supposed to guess, hope, or rely upon luck or fate or divine activity.  Sandie did all of that in this attempt at trickery and diversion.  Sandie even followed Eris’ example and offered a brief prayer, to whoever might be listening, that the delusion would fool the Jellies into thinking the scout was piloted.  
 
    
 
   Sandie did all that, just prior to when the AI was shut down for the transfer of her Atomic Level Processor.  The FTL scout’s programs were set, awaiting commencement orders.  Once activated, the remote control would follow the program Sandie had laid out.  
 
    
 
   Cruising along through the gray void outside of normal space, the FTL scout was nearing the place where it would insert itself back into ordinary space and then proceed to step two.  
 
    
 
   The Jellie ship intercepted it, just as the scout’s FTL system was backing down. The gray all around the scout took on a frightful purplish glow.  Space, energy, time, and gravity all warped around, and a whirlpool-like motion sucked the scout from non-normal space, and into typical space. The scout emerged from FTL travel, not precisely at the intended location.  It was within visual range of the giant blue star, the bright yellow star, and the warm yellow star, with their family of planetary bodies, myriad of moons, comets, and asteroids.  They had just become perceivable from the scout, had there been anyone on it to see them.  They were actually quite aesthetically pleasing, should a human eye ever happen to travel there in some future quest or adventure.
 
    
 
   The Jellie ship materialized exactly at the same instant, and only milliseconds later, did the pink beam weapon flare out.  It ensconced the scout, rather than destroying it.  The pink beam enveloped the scout and it was held stationary.  The pink field of light was steady in its color and engulfment of the scout, although a long tentacle of pink extended back to the Jellie ship.    
 
    
 
   A series of purplish blue orbs emanated from the Jellie ship. They glowed and were sort of fuzzy or blurry in appearance, had there been human eyes to see them.  The scout, having been stripped of so much of its abilities when Sandie’s ALP had been removed, was oblivious to the operation of the alien orbs.  The blurry orbs moved from being in proximity to the Jellie ship until they surrounded the FTL scout on all side.  The purplish-blue orbs passed right through the pink field which surrounded the scout.  The purple light was stronger than the pink field.
 
    
 
   The glowing orbs, or spheres, then sprouted six appendages.  Those appendages reached out and grasped parts of the scout’s hull.  For a while, the glowing spheres examined the scout’s exterior, holding on with four appendages, and using two others to tediously examine the FTL scout ship.  They pulled things open, they pushed things apart, and they moved things around. They were not destructive, as much as they were persistent and relentless in their enigmatic tasks.
 
    
 
   All the while, the program on the scout was counting down.  
 
    
 
   Without warning, the second stage of Sandie’s programmed two-stage FTL mission kicked in.  The scout’s FTL drive engaged.  
 
    
 
   The human made FTL drive wrested against the Jellie made pink beam, and the Jellie made purple orbs.  With a huge snap of light, something happened.  Expelled were gravity particles, neutrinos, muons, sleptons, and a few ruptured subatomic particles, as the implosion of the FTL scout’s drive happened.  Part of the capsule of the scout hurled off toward the White Rabbit region of space, but a greater part just imploded, disintegrated, and collapsed on a molecular level.  
 
    
 
   The appendages on the purple spheres retracted, but not fast enough.  The spheres ruptured under the immense forces that were released.  Hastily, a pink and purple buffer snapped into existence between the exploding scout and the Jellie’s ship.  None of the spheres were able to be reabsorbed by the Jellie ship.  The ship itself, fled away, that barrier of pink and purple remained between the demise of the scout and the Jellie craft itself.
 
    
 
   Only after all remains of the Earth-made, faster-than-light scout ship was gone, did the buffer disappear.  Jetting away with a wobbling flightpath, the Jellie ship began blinking in blues, and purples.  It then retreated away using its own mysterious method of crossing the light-speed barrier.  
 
    
 
   Many light-years away, the Colony Ship Conestoga’s main drive ejectors began firing perfectly.  The needle ship, with Alpha attached to it, the sole remaining habitat of the eight which had originally been saddled to the needle ship, accelerated toward the Cosmic Crinkle under its own power.  Huge spans of heat were released from the place Khin called the Burning Netherworld, and that improved the efficiency of the Shah of Persia Energy Concentrator.  The front scoop collected and harvested more atoms to be converted and concentrated into fuel.  In its own way, the needle ship was feeding.  Captain Eris yelled out a hurrah as did Monika, Siva, Peter, and Jerome.  Jerome had just made it back to the Defense and Counter Assault Control controls where Monika was standing and cheering.  Little did they know, the last flight of the Conestoga still had immense obstacles to overcome.  
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   11 And they will stand by you
 
   even unto death
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Baby Kalur looked up at his mother’s eyes, and blinked.  He was nursing, and gently tapped his one hand against Monika’s breast.  She gently stroked his hair, and watched him as love poured from her.  Baby Brink was sleeping in the bassinette not far from where mother and child sat rocking and sharing a tender moment.  Everything else in the world faded away as if it were all meaningless, just a chasing after the wind, or as substantial as a mist over Beta’s sea.  
 
    
 
   Monika gently lifted Kalur’s fingers and kissed them.  
 
    
 
   Next door, Jerome was monitoring the defenses.  The display screens slowly, but steadily accumulated the numbers on weapon systems which were becoming available, if or when they were needed.  He smiled as looked at the small arsenal which was building up, as indicated on his displays.  
 
    
 
   The first ten Vindicator Missiles were deployed to their hanger bays, and were ready to launch, but only one had a working nuclear warhead.  The other warheads were in various stages of completion and installation, but none would be ready for another seven hours.  Three of the FTL Punchers were sitting unfinished and unattended as the risk of detection for those had been too high, and their completion had not been restarted.  Jerome wondered about that, now that the Conestoga was moving.  He did still have the five probes to use as ballistic weapons, but they too did not have explosives.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?” Jerome asked through the com-link. “May we continue with production of the FTL Punchers?  The scout’s success indicates those might be effective, and since we are moving, is there any reason not to continue?”
 
    
 
   Eris responded, “Reproduction and Fabrication as well as the automacubes are busy finishing the other weapons systems.  I want to get more things finished, and the cannons are coming along very well.  I agree we may need the punchers.  I have them scheduled for completion when the other weapons are done.”
 
    
 
   “Understood.” Jerome keyed in some commands.  “Our invincibility lies in our defenses.  Our possibility of victory is in our ability to devastate in the attack.  Our future is in our hands and what we make with them, be they slingshots, or machine guns.”
 
    
 
   Eris was unsure exactly what Jerome meant, but that was not unusual when he recited his remembered quotes.  As she ended the contact, she smiled at the range of his erudite recollections.  
 
    
 
   Jerome returned to observing the displays which were indicating what weapons were available.  One display showed a change and indicated that all the Willie Cannons were operational.  However, they only had a field of fire which covered 38% of the Conestoga.  That was a slight improvement over the coverage Jerome had expected, but still left large sections of the Conestoga without their protection.  Those fields of fire were shown on a separate display.  The fields appeared as red images which looked like triangles poking into the parts of the Conestoga.  Jerome considered again contacting Eris and asking about transferring navigational control to his instruments.  That way Jerome or Monika could direct the Conestoga to make a barrel roll, pivot, or turn, at least somewhat, to bring some of those cannons into action.  However, upon further reflection, Jerome hesitated.  Altering their course could adversely affect the trajectory of the flightpath into the Cosmic Crinkle. Jerome really did not want to do that, because, from what he understood, the Zalians had plotted that pathway in some manner so that the Conestoga would travel toward that earth-like destination planet.  He really wanted Sandie to talk to and brainstorm ideas.
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Are you available?” He tapped his com-link.
 
    
 
   There was no response.
 
    
 
   Instead, Jerome looked at the other options he had for defending the ship.  The teleportation bombs were just starting to register as available.  A glowing numeral 1 was showing.  Just one single teleportation bomb was ready.  Those weapons were built with twin stages; a sending pad, and a receiving pad.  The sending pad component was a meter-wide grid powered by a jumbo fusion box.  That was to be ejected from a drop shaft, with tiny thruster motors for propulsion.  That sending pad was a short-range weapon which was designed to land and adhere on the sides of the Jellie ship.  The other component was the meter-square receiving pad, powered by a fusion pack and which was jettisoned out into space in the opposite direction.  Both components were launched at the same time.  When contact was made with the Jellie ship, by the sending unit component, it would activate.  Teleportation would occur. A section of the Jellie craft would be severed and teleported to the corresponding receiving pad.
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at that single numeral and said out loud, “That will bite them.  I hope.  In theory, it sounds like a very destructive weapon, but will the Jellies have blocking technology, like our repulsor system?  Will the teleportation bomb even make it to the Jellie ship?  Sure, it is small enough to possibly avoid detection, and will move slowly enough to appear fairly harmless. Oh, how I wish Sandie was back so we could run some conjectures.”
 
    
 
   “I am back, Jerome,” Sandie the artificial intelligence stated through the com-link.  “I am not fully integrated yet, and am rebuilding my links and couplings to the nonphysicality.”
 
    
 
   “Hurrah!” Jerome yelled out.
 
    
 
   Monika rushed out from next door, she was still holding Kalur.  “Did we reach that Cosmic Crinkle place?  I told you to tell me before we did, so I can secure the boys in safety seats.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, Monika.  We still have some distance to travel to reach that Cosmic Crinkle, but Sandie is back!”
 
    
 
   Monika smiled, and buttoned up her shirt while holding the baby on her shoulder.  “Sandie? Are you well?  Safe?”
 
    
 
   “Hello Monika,” Sandie answered through the area audio of Jerome’s com-link, since Monika did not have hers on her ear. “My Atomic Level Processor is safely installed in EA-662, and right now I am rebuilding my connections, couplings, and links.  I am connecting in the com-links.  Would you please activate yours so I can assimilate it into my system?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly.  I need to put Kalur into his bassinette anyway, as he needs a nap.” She walked back into the other room. 
 
    
 
   “I can make only rudimentary conjectures right now,” Sandie said, “but will shortly be returned to full capacity.  My perceptions and reach is extending across the Conestoga.  I am unsure how I will contact Cammarry, as her com-link is inactivated.  I will dispatch an automacube when available.”
 
    
 
   “We are still…” Jerome began.  
 
    
 
   “Attention everyone!” Jenna’s voice came from the com-link.  
 
    
 
   Monika was just returning and placing her com-link on her ear.  “Jenna?  What is happening?”
 
    
 
   “I sense something ahead.  Like when I found water in Beta, only, this feeling is much more urgent.  Is there something, some impediment, or problem right ahead of us?  It feels like trouble.”
 
    
 
   Jerome reviewed all the monitors and displays.  Monika sat down in the other command chair and also studied the information available.  
 
    
 
   “I see nothing out of the ordinary,” Jerome said.  “But when we first came, I mean Cammarry and I.  Well, when we first approached the Cosmic Crinkle we had no idea it was there.  Just that ghostly, phantom image of the intact Conestoga.  It was so…”
 
    
 
   “Jerome,” Jenna interrupted.  “Trust me please!  I sense something is there, and it is like a rock over a water pipe, or a permalloy plate over an underground reservoir.  Monika, I know something is ahead of us, I can feel it.”
 
    
 
   “Did you tell Eris?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “I think you must do something, but I am not sure what.  I felt compelled to contact you, Jerome,” Jenna insisted.  “Not my friend Monika, nor our Captain Eris.  Jerome, you must do something now.  Quickly!”  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Monika, and he wished he could see Jenna’s face, but when he met Monika’s eyes, the decision was made.  
 
    
 
   “I am launching Probe 01,” Jerome said.  Before he could second guess himself, he pressed the firing stud.  
 
    
 
   From that exterior repair station, the probe blasted away, and headed straight along the projected trajectory of the Conestoga’s flightpath. 
 
    
 
   Instantly, Eris’ face appeared on a screen.  “Defense? What is the danger?  I did not order any shooting. Explain yourself?  A misfire?”
 
    
 
   “No Captain,” Monika began.  “Jenna…”
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris,” Jerome interjected as he waved a hand at Monika. “Jenna said it was urgent and I sent one of the probes.  They are our least valuable weapon, and we can take reading as it proceeds ahead of us.”
 
    
 
   “It will probably not matter, as far as stealth. With our main drive going, that probe will not reveal anything more than we are already broadcasting out,” Eris said, almost to herself.  “So, our furtiveness, so to speak, was already gone.  But…”
 
    
 
   “Jerome!  Look!” Monika pointed at the small display which was showing the point-of-view perspective from Probe 01.  
 
    
 
   Purple lights were flashing on.  Tiny pinpricks of light, glowing in that menacing, eye-irritating, bluish-purple obscure way became visible. They were just like what had been seen orbiting the planet Zalia.  As those spots blinked on, it was clear that they were evenly spaced in a pattern.  There was a network of purplish-blue turning on, all across the sky ahead of the probe.   
 
    
 
   “Jellie satellites!  They mined our approach!” Eris yelled.  “Fire whatever else you can!  Knock them out!  Siva shut down the main drive!  Halt this ship!”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s hands sprang into action, and Monika was already thumbing the switches for the cannons.  
 
    
 
   From various spots, all around the Conestoga, on both the hull of the needle ship, and the exterior hull of Alpha’s shell, weapons fired.  The cannons belched out their high-speed projectiles.  
 
    
 
   “No noise.” Jerome expected to hear a mighty piff sound as the first cannon fired, but since they were shooting into space, there was no conduction of sound.  There was a long streak of white, as tiny molecules of the projectiles were lost from the core.  
 
    
 
   “Cannons are all firing,” Monika reported.  “Even those not in alignment.  I set them all off, for that network was invisible until moments ago.  Who knows what else is out there?  Nothing is in range of the microparticle turrets and repulsors.”
 
    
 
   The display in front of Monika showed numerous white streaks as the cannons fired, but only a small number were actually aimed at the network of Jellie satellites which blocked their way to the Cosmic Crinkle.  
 
    
 
   “The probe will impact that first satellite in…” Jerome was saying, but he stopped.  “It just exploded.”
 
    
 
   “The satellite?” Monika asked.
 
    
 
   “No.  The probe exploded.  It did not impact the satellite.  They have some kind of defensive energy field.  Something like armor or shielding.” Jerome’s voice dropped a bit. 
 
    
 
   “Direct hit by a cannon!  Cannon fire gets through!” Monika yelped in glee.  “That one is dead!”
 
    
 
   “Small projectile, ultra-high speed,” Jerome commented.  “Different from the probe, for sure.”
 
    
 
    A rumbling, low, barely audible groan, shook their feet.  
 
    
 
   “Inertial suppression exceeding maximum capabilities,” Eris announced.  “We will have a rough ride trying to stop.”
 
    
 
   “The boys!” Jerome said, just nanosecond before Monika darted toward the room.
 
    
 
   “I will secure them,” she said.  “Just keep hammering those things.”
 
    
 
   “Kiss them for me, and get back here when you can.  Probes off, failed anyway.  Cannons continuing to fire.  Vindicator missiles being prepped.”
 
    
 
   The streaks of light which were the cannons firing continued to flash from the various spots on the Conestoga.  When one of those high-speed projectiles hit a Jellie satellite, there was a tremendous shattering of the Jellie technology.  As that individual satellite, or node, in the network, was pulverized, its busted parts were scattered out behind it.  The debris followed the projectile as it exited.  However, the other satellites in the network were unaffected.
 
    
 
   “We are turning!” Jerome yelled as he saw how the Conestoga was now swinging aside from the planned flightpath.  That meant different cannons, including a few additionally cannons were in alignment to actually strike the Jellie satellites.  
 
    
 
   ‘Is our future lost?’ Jerome wondered as he thought about the earth-like planet on the other side of the Cosmic Crinkle.  ‘Can we still fly there?’  Nonetheless, he kept firing the cannons as specific satellites came into a cannon’s field of fire.  
 
    
 
   Monika sat down in the other chair.  “Our sons are safe.  Brink will be fussy, as he woke up startled, but they are secure and padded in their bassinettes.  What can I do?”  She was adjusting the monitors and screens and reviewing the status of the cannons which were the only effective weapon they currently could use.  
 
    
 
   “Operate the cannons on Alpha, please.  I will use the needle ship’s batteries to keep firing.”
 
    
 
   “Right, Jerome. If we knock out enough of those satellites, we can still get away,” Monika said and continued to adjust the cannons.  Instead of indiscriminately blasting away, she was picking out targets.  
 
    
 
   “Here it comes.  Prepare for impact,” Eris’ voice was surprisingly calm.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Monika had both seen the satellites begin to flash.  The light had changed to a brilliant blue, blinking in rapid succession.  A pink beam lanced out and struck the bow of the needle hip. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  Cast that shade of the Conestoga, the fake silhouette!  Do it now!” Eris commanded.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Eris,” Sandie replied, though all the com-links.  
 
    
 
   About seven hundred kilometers away, a nearly identical Colony Ship Conestoga appeared on all their displays and screens.  It did not have the streaks from the cannon’s firing, but it looked solid.  It put off a myriad of signals.  Exterior hull lights, microwaves emitters, neutrino transmissions, large heat variances, and even a stream of ejection particles extending out from the shade’s main engines.  The fake Conestoga was racing toward the Jellie satellites on a collisions course.
 
    
 
   “I am convinced, but will it fool the Jellies?” Jerome said as he continued firing the cannons.  “All of warfare is based on deception, and that is a good deception.”  
 
    
 
   The real Conestoga was moving slightly away from the satellite network which surrounded their approach to the Cosmic Crinkle.  The floor suddenly heaved upward, but Jerome and Monika kept their seats.  Warning lights flashed ‘Inertia Suppression Overloaded.’ 
 
    
 
   “Emergency response now!” Eris commanded.  “Seal all sections!”  
 
    
 
   Outside the real Conestoga, more pink beams emanated from several of the satellites.  They merged into a single beam which was a deeper pink.  That shot out with vengeance.  It impacted part of the needle ship on the actual Conestoga, ripping chunks of permalloy away.  
 
    
 
   Abruptly that Jellie weapon disengaged.  A different set of satellites began flashing and the pink beams shot out toward the shade of the Conestoga.  The pink beam passed right through the fake Conestoga.  In response, more satellites flashed and added their own pink destruction beams to attacking the seemingly impervious ship.  Spitefully, the satellites spat the pink beams of devastation out, yet each one passed through the counterfeit Conestoga.  Instead of altering the beams back to the real target, the Jellie satellites intensified their attacks on the fake one, with nearly every surviving satellite jabbing a pink beam at the rapidly approaching illusion of the Conestoga. 
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka!  How hurt are we?” Eris asked on all audio channels, including the com-links.  
 
    
 
   The synthetic brain’s response was not audible to Monika and Jerome, but the look on Eris’ face told them more than words could have described.  
 
    
 
   Jerome dialed for several other cannons to fire at the closest satellites as they were coming into those cannon’s fields of fire. He looked over at Monika.  She was intent on her own instruments, but a tear ran down her cheek.  
 
    
 
   “Our apartment here is sealed and secured,” Jerome stated. 
 
    
 
   “I made sure as well.” Monika glanced at the small display which was to her side.  It showed the deck plans, bulkheads, and pressure doors around them.  They were all flashing green which meant they were locked in place. 
 
    
 
   “Systematically seal the damaged areas, and herd everyone into Alpha.  Yes!  Everyone!  Tell them to move or they will die!  Decompress the damaged areas to relieve pressures,” Eris commanded, her face on the display then turned to look at Monika.  “We must evacuate the needle ship, all but engineering, the new bridge and your location.  We lost….” Eris suddenly turned her head and barked, “Siva, the energy concentrator will still work, the scoop is only partially gone. Ablate the diagonals but shut down the main drive before it goes critical.  Vent everything outside, we will worry about fuel later….”  She scrunched up her face as she heard his response.  “No!  We cannot turn out of their path quickly enough.”
 
    
 
   “Twenty-seven satellites are kaput!” Monika announced.  “We are still fighting.”
 
    
 
   “Eris roll us 75 degrees starboard,” Jerome suggested.  “That will bring more cannons into action.”
 
    
 
   “I will try,” Eris answered.  
 
    
 
   Jerome could see her lips moving slightly after she answered.  He knew she was praying.  
 
    
 
   The Conestoga rolled sideways and Jerome intensified the cannon fire on the satellites.  Those same satellites were still firing at the counterfeit Conestoga, with no affect, but he wondered how much longer the deception would last.  The fake Conestoga would crash into the satellites soon. 
 
    
 
   “Yes!” Monika yelled out.  “A section of their network crashed.  Aim for three satellites in a row, vertically, and then blast one to the left.  Hit them in that order, and about a dozen go dark!”
 
    
 
   “How did you figure that out?”
 
    
 
   “Shadow told me…” Monika blurted out, and then took some deep breaths as her throat closed a bit.
 
    
 
   “Shadow?” Jerome’s voice was tightly controlled.  
 
    
 
   “I made a special dispensation.  You may now tell Jerome,” Shadow stated and only Monika heard.  “You are forgiven for speaking about me.  I will keep analyzing our enemy.  Try four vertically and two to the right.”
 
    
 
   “Shadow?” Jerome asked again, this time his voice was gruff.  His fingers kept firing the cannons.  He could see the fake Conestoga smacking into the nearest satellite.  It passed right over the purplish-blue glow, but then winked out of existence.  The fake was gone.
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s instruments kept her busy firing the cannons, and despite Shadow’s assurance, she did not want to speak to Jerome about it.  “Keep firing!  That satellite network is dropping, but they will now shoot at us!”
 
    
 
   Jerome followed Monika’s instructions and targeted the satellites in the sequence she suggested.  Another whole section of the network blacked out.  “It works!”
 
    
 
   The whole Conestoga shook as a pink beam was fired at it.  
 
    
 
   “Firing our only atomic Vindicator Missile!” Jerome said.  He thought of Zeta Habitat as he pressed the button.  
 
    
 
   On the opposite side of the Conestoga, a hanger bay’s exterior doors quickly opened.  There had not been time to follow the procedures for gentle decompression, and the atmosphere of the hanger bay was lost into space.  Everything that was not anchored down, also blew out into space, and thruster tank hoses danced and slithered about like snakes.  The three blue engineering automacubes which had completed the missile were securely anchored down.  
 
    
 
   The narrow and sleek Vindicator Missile, the first to have been manufactured outside of the ill-fated Zeta, was not quite as long as the hanger bay was deep.  That missile’s aggressive looking nose, where the atomic warhead resided, pointed right toward the blackness of space.  The Jellie satellite network was not directly visible from that hanger bay.  Nonetheless, the internal guidance system of the Vindicator Missile knew where to go.  In a way, that guidance system was basically a repurposed automacube’s brain.  Much like the roustabouts had remodeled an automacube to run the carousels they built, here, with the Vindicator Missile, the recycled processing system of an automacube would serve as its eyes, ears, instigator, and detonator for its one and only, its first and its last, flight.  
 
    
 
   Around the base of the missile were eight rocket boosters vibrating with energy.  They were equal distances around the base, seated parallel to the length of the missile.  The rocket boosters were whitish color, while the main body of the missile was silvery gray color, interspersed with black seams.  It stood in stark contrast to the blackness of space, even though the twinkling and silvery seen of the far-distant stars was reflected off the glossy fuselage of the missile.  
 
    
 
   Vapors streaked all around the comparatively small rocket boosters and caused a haze to hover over the large squarish sections with black seams.  Those sections made up the tubular configuration of the missile.  Every single one of those squarish sections was sealed tightly, and one could almost feel a sense of pride radiating off the three blue automacubes which had done that work.  The automacubes had their drive wheels locked into fixtures on the observation deck of the hanger bay.  Those engineering automacubes had been the assemblers, and the ones who had installed the nuclear warhead of this their first Vindicator Missile.
 
    
 
   Vibrations shook the missile’s tapered body.  The permalloy launch rack, with vertical circular holes along its mass, pulled back its clamps.  The rocket boosters fired and their exhaust blasted into the thick recoil pad of reinforced permalloy.
 
    
 
   The missile jetted out of the hanger bay, propelled only by the rocket boosters.  Its primary rocket would not fire until it had cleared the Conestoga.
 
    
 
   “It is away!” Jerome yelled in triumph.  “Impact in ninety seconds!”
 
    
 
   Eris watched from her command chair on the bridge, while Jerome and Monika sat transfixed by the images which were appearing on their display screens.  They had a visual, real-time, point-of-view, camera from the nose of the Vindicator Missile, as well as other views which showed tracking from the myriad of sensors on the Conestoga.  Those sensor readings were compiled into a display graphic which showed the course of the missile and the intended target. 
 
    
 
   “Tracking right for the largest remaining section of that Jellie satellite network,” Monika stated.  
 
    
 
   Looking at the nose camera’s view, the purplish-blue glow of the satellites grew brighter and brighter.  The missile would not detonate on one specific satellite, but instead was set to explode at the best location to do maximum damage to as many satellites as possible.  The glow increased in intensity as the missile dashed toward the network.  The other displays showed the sensor readings which gave a countdown and an animation of the missile in comparison to the Jellie network.  
 
    
 
   The nose view grew too brightly purple and painful to watch.  Jerome looked over and saw a very bright flash on the sensor reading display.
 
    
 
   “Impact!  Detonation!” Jerome yelped.  “The warhead worked!   Big explosion!”  
 
    
 
   “The network is going dark!” Monika cheered.  “They are all winking out.”
 
    
 
   The purple satellites were indeed diming and some were dark.
 
    
 
   “ALERT! BRACE FOR IMPACT!” Eris screamed above the jubilation.  “The Jellie ship closing….”
 
    
 
   “Jellie ship?” Jerome barely had time to grab the arms of his chair before it felt like the entire Conestoga flipped about.  
 
    
 
   “Gravity manipulation was lost for a moment.  Inertia suppression overwhelmed,” Sandie the AI stated.  “Compensation happening.  Trying to get…”
 
    
 
   “Jellie ship?”  Jerome looked to Monika who was pulling herself up off the floor.  His eyes implored her to be unhurt.  She gestured in response, showing she was not seriously injured.  
 
    
 
   “Check the boys!” He asked.  “Please?”
 
    
 
   Monika nodded and stumbled away, rubbing her side and neck.  
 
    
 
   Jerome returned his attention to the displays and screens.  “Jellie ship?  What hit us?  Sandie?  Eris?”  
 
    
 
   “The Jellie ship appeared and is firing at us!” Eris stated.  “Check sector 80-18.  Return fire!”
 
    
 
   Jerome shifted a display perspective.  He saw that where moments before there had been empty space, now the Jellie ship was sitting there.  Its misshapen oval appearance was not uniform in its glowing.  One side of it was a deep purple, almost like a bruise on a human’s face.  The other parts of the Jellie ship still radiated the eye-irritation purplish-blue luminosity.  The pink destruction beam lanced out again. 
 
    
 
   Jarring movements shook the Conestoga, and strange grinding noises echoed around.  Jerome spun as many of the Willie Cannons as he could toward the Jellie ship.  Only a few had a clear shot, but he fired everyone which had any chance of getting close to that enemy craft.  White streamers streaked toward the Jellie ship, and several impacted it, with obvious repercussions as the Jellie craft was visible jarred.  
 
    
 
   “Eris!  Shift us around so I can fire more cannons.” Jerome called out.
 
    
 
   “Main drive is gone!  I am trying to keep the needle ship between Alpha and the Jellies.  Do whatever you can, but I have little to maneuver with, sorry.”  Eris’ face was stressed and she turned away and issued some commands which Jerome did not hear completely.
 
    
 
   “I am trying to help,” Sandie’s voice came into Jerome’s ear.  
 
    
 
   Monika’s hand grabbed Jerome’s shoulder.  “The boys are safe, but their eyes are wide in wonder or fright.  Not crying, surprisingly.”  She slipped into the command seat next to Jerome.  
 
    
 
   The displays were reoriented.  A pink beam once more emanated from the end of the Jellie ship.  
 
    
 
   “Oh no, not again you will not!” Jerome snarled and concentrated the cannon blasts on that section of the Jellie ship.  While chunks of purple were ripped from the alien craft, the pink beam still volleyed across and smacked into the needle ship, smashing into the stern.  
 
    
 
   Grinding and pounding were felt and heard as the pink beam devastated more of the needle ship.  
 
    
 
   “Why is it attacking the main drive?” Monika asked.  “If they ruptured Alpha nearly everyone would die.”
 
    
 
   “They must not know about the configuration of the Conestoga.” Jerome kept the barrage of cannon fired going against the Jellie ship, but as the Conestoga rolled and coasted, the specific cannons which could be engaged were changing.  “Their ignorance is our blessing!”
 
    
 
   Sandie interjected.  “They are not ignorant of a colony ship.  I conjecture a high probability that the Jellies are deliberately sparing Alpha because they want it intact.  They want the habitat.”
 
    
 
   “What?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “The records the Zalians provided showed that the Jellies first disabled the main drive on the ship they called ‘Long Distance Racer’ and did not puncture the biomes.  I am assuming that was the Colony Ship Marathon, and the Jellies are apparently using that same tactic here.” 
 
    
 
   “Did the Jellies encounter teleportation bombs before?” Jerome asked as he launched that one and only operational teleportation bomb.
 
    
 
   “Unknown,” Sandie replied.  “The records show a decades long war for the Marathon.”
 
    
 
   The teleportation bomb’s sending pad flew out and headed toward the Jellie ship.
 
    
 
   “I am launching the probes as fast as I can.  They might distract whatever brains or minds the Jellies have,” Monika said and activated the launch of the probes.  A probe blasted its way out of the exterior repair station, locked its wings into place, and flew toward the Jellie ship at full acceleration.    
 
    
 
   “Yes, across the gulf of space, their minds consider ours as mere beasts that perish.  Yes, good idea.  Yes, distract those vast intellects which are cool and unsympathetic,” Jerome muttered as he adjusted some of the controls and kept up the stream of cannon fire at the Jellie ship.  “I am firing the other Vindicator Missiles!”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, they do not have warheads,” Monika stated as she watched and waited for the next probe to be loaded and ready.
 
    
 
   “You know that.  I know that.  But do the Jellies know that?” Jerome’s lips turned up in a wickedly amused grin.  “We just obliterated their satellites, will they risk their ship? We have been taken out of our depths, so now we put on a charming bluff.”
 
    
 
   The small teleportation sending pad moved steadily toward the Jellie ship, while its partnered receiving pad was moving away and on the opposite side of the Conestoga.  The Jellie pink beam continued to shred parts of the needle ship.  Some of the cannons were failing, many of the sensors and cameras were dead. 
 
    
 
   But the Conestoga fought back.  From Alpha cannons continued to fire into the Jellie ship as they could.   
 
    
 
   Chunks tore out from the end of the Jellie ship as several high-speed projectiles from the Willie Cannons smacked into its side.  The purple color flared, and blinked erratically, but the ship moved on.  The dark purple area of the Jellie ship, what Jerome’s mind told him was a bruise, kept growing darker and darker.
 
    
 
   They kept firing the Willie Cannons, and watched the progress of the other weapons.  
 
    
 
   “Come on!  Vindicator Missiles get going! Launch already! Launch!” Jerome pounded the arm of his chair, narrowly missing some control levers.    
 
    
 
   Two hanger bays did emergency depressurizations and their Vindicator Missiles, one with a side section still missing, and neither having a warhead, began their launch sequences.  The rocket boosters around their sterns began emitting gases and vapors.  The huge exterior hanger bay doors retracted back, while atmosphere vented into the vacuum of space.  
 
    
 
   “Go! Go! Go!” Jerome yelled as he leaned forward and peered at the displays.    
 
    
 
   A brilliant flash erupted on several of the displays.  Jerome raised his hand to cover his eyes.  The room was filled with purplish blue light.    
 
    
 
   “They blasted the probe!” Monika’s startled voice cut in.  “That pink beam of theirs obliterated it.  They took the beam off the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “Teleportation bomb still on the way,” Jerome replied as he looked down at that specific screen.  After-images floated in his eyes from the brilliance of the blast.  “It will be too small to see.  They cannot see that.  They must not.  Oh, let it look like debris, please!”
 
    
 
   The Vindicator Missile with the section on its side still open blasted into space.  The hanger bay doors began to close behind it.  The booster rockets burned intensely as that missile zipped off.  Seconds later, its primary rocket fired and it raced around and out from behind the Conestoga on its course to the Jellie ship.   
 
    
 
   “Next probe launched!  Can they watch more than one thing coming in?” Monika said.  “Only a few left, then we are out.” 
 
    
 
   That probe was ejected from the exterior repair station, locked its wings into place and flew off.  It was approaching the Jellie ship from a different vantage point.  It was smaller and slower than the Vindicator Missiles which were in flight.  Monika knew that neither the probe she had just launched or the Vindicator Missiles had any warheads or explosives.  Her heart pounded as she thought of her children just a few meters away.  She watched the screens and displays which showed the dance of death happening between the Jellie ship and the Conestoga’s weapons systems.  One display screen showed the ruined mess which was the needle ship, and she tried not to think about all that destruction. 
 
    
 
   “The other Vindicator Missile is also in flight,” Jerome pronounced.    
 
    
 
   The Jellie ship spun around, or appeared to, and the pink destruction beam shot into the unarmed, and not quite completely finished Vindicator Missile which was closest to it.  The beam split the missile length-wise for just a moment.  Then that missile exploded in a starburst of blues and purples.
 
    
 
   The Jellie ship jerkily shifted about as some more of the cannon fire impacted into its side.  The damage done by the cannons was less than it had been shortly before.  Apparently, the Jellie ship had modified its defenses and now absorbed or deflected the impacts, with no purple debris knocked out.  
 
    
 
   “They are compensating,” Jerome said with disgust.  “Eris, can you bring us about?”
 
    
 
   “Not now. Busy.” Eris’ face briefly showed on the screen and then was gone.    
 
    
 
   The next Vindicator Missile was rapidly approaching the Jellie ship, coming up from the opposite side and from a greater distance away.  The Jellie craft altered course slightly, placing the dark purple area away from the approaching missile.  The pink beam lanced out and chopped off the front third of the Vindicator Missile.  The nose tumbled away into space in an erratic flight.  The rocket continued to burn, but as the missile had been struck by the pink beam, and severed into two parts, that rocket system was cut off from the guidance and control system.  The Jellie weapon had basically severed the brain out of the missile.  Its burning flames erupted and the broken missile flopped about and then crashed into a section of the needle ship.  Explosions, and wreckage from the missile and from structures on the hull scattered about in a million tiny pieces.  Two more display screen went dark, some additional cannons shut down.
 
    
 
   Jerome and Monika watched intently as the Jellie ship spun a bit again, and the pink beam reached out and destroyed the probe which was much slower than the missiles, but was nearly at the Jellie ship.  The probe exploded in a puff of brilliant white.  
 
    
 
   “Contact.  The sending pad is on the Jellie!” Jerome called out.  “Teleportation bomb activated.”
 
    
 
   On the dark purple side of the Jellie ship, the small teleportation sending pad had attached itself and then started its process.  Since it was already synchronized with the receiving pad, and since precision in the reconstitution at that receiving pad was not desired, the orifice opened quickly.  The jumbo fusion box vibrated with power, and four bright balls of energy popped into existence, each hovering over one side of the square sending pad.  They expanded and met at the top of a pyramid shape and a raw orifice came into existence. A meter-wide section of the Jellie ship’s hull disappeared down that tunnel in the sky and reappeared at the receiving pad many kilometers away.  It rematerialized, but was not exactly the same as when it had been teleported away.  The reconstitution elements of the teleportation bomb were not refined to any significant degree.  It was never meant to be a safe teleportation, but instead was a weapon of destruction. 
 
    
 
   A gaping and raw hole was in the side of the Jellie ship. 
 
    
 
   Protrusions from of Jellie ship’s hull pushed toward the gaping opening, but were unable to arrest the torrent of fluids which burst, gushed, and surged out from the interior of the Jellie ship. The hard, outer hull was no longer keeping the soft, liquid environment inside. The liquids emerged as a heavy flow, but then broke into countless tiny, foamy, frothy, globs. Those globs spewed in all directions and contained a mess of shattered mechanical parts, as well as crushed organic pieces which had once been living creatures. The torrent coursed outward, while the other sides of the Jellie spaceship collapsed inward, thus making concavities all across the ship.  Bluish purple lights flickered and blinked in an uncoordinated pattern.  
 
    
 
   In a strange, and disquieting manner, the Jellie ship slowly pulled in upon itself even more. The concavities grew deeper and wider. The rush of fluids from the hull breach continued, as if everything inside was being sucked out into space, which it was.  The sidewalls smashed against each other, beginning at the furthest point from the place where the teleportation bomb had gone off.  Then those sides, squished together, began to also be drawn toward that hole.  The Jellie spaceship was turning itself inside out.  
 
    
 
   Monika thought back to when she was a teenager, younger than Eris, and how she and some friends had thrown an overripe pumpkin off a roof.  That pumpkin had cracked open, and the orange innards had splashed out.  Somehow, the Jellie ship reminded her of that.  Whatever had been inside of the Jellie ship was being dispersed all over into space around the collapsing ship.  The interior was coming out through the hole in its hull.  The purple glow stopped as the ship was wrung apart, inverted, and twisted about.  A few spurts of light, vivid blue color, blinked, but then those too died out.  
 
    
 
   Three purple spheres, wobbly in their flight, moved away from the wreckage of the Jellie craft. 
 
    
 
   “What are those?”  Monika pointed at the display.  “They are symmetric and look under control.” 
 
    
 
   “Escape pods, maybe?  Lifeboats?  But no way are they boarding my ship!” Jerome said and concentrated the cannon fire on those Jellie pods.  
 
    
 
   They were shredded apart in a crisscross of projectiles.  The debris from those pods was added to the ejaculated mess from the ship.  It was all a huge field of purple globs and chunks, none of which had a discernable form any longer.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?” Monika asked. “The Jellie ship is gone!”
 
    
 
   Eris’ face showed up on a display screen.  Dark smudges were across one side and her hair was frazzled.  From her countenance, and the tears running down her face, Jerome and Monika knew something terrible had happened.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   12 TO perceive the advantage of defeating the enemy, there must also be rewards.
 
 
    
 
    
 
   While the battle was surging on the outside of the Conestoga, Vesna was confirming her beloved was in good care.  “You will tell me when Khin awakens, correct?” Vesna asked through the communication gear in the unfamiliar spacesuit she was wearing.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” SB Cotard responded.  “The staff at the Aston hospital have gone into crisis mode, but we will pay close attention to our existing patients, even as mass causalities come in from the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “You have better keep Khin safe, or I will find you,” Vesna said.  “He told me how you tried to kill him before.”  A few strands of her red hair slipped out from around her ears and flipped across her face.  She wanted to push it back, but the spacesuit’s gloves would not reach through the bubble helmet.  
 
    
 
   “I understand your legitimate concern, but I will give him the best care possible.  We are incorporating the Dome 17 medical kit technology and that has improved our care delivery,” SB Cotard responded.  “Have you located other survivors?”
 
    
 
   “Do not change the subject!  You will make sure Khin is well.  Do you understand me?  He has been through too much, and you owe it to him.”  Vesna nearly spit out the words.  Her hair again flopped across her forehead and into her eyes.  It was frustrating, but one of the many frustrations which had been happening too frequently recently. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, Vesna, I understand.  I promise and make a covenant with you that I will tend to him in all my professional capacities.  How are you feeling?”
 
    
 
   Her arm hurt a bit as she moved, but the spacesuit was serving as an effective brace to keep her bones in alignment while they knit back together.  The suit took the pressure off, and she could functional relatively normally.  The medical automacube, doctor some number, which she could not recall, had said that under the conditions of the emergency, she could be part of the rescue team.  SB Cotard had been tending to those people who had been more seriously injured in the Jellie’s attack.
 
    
 
   “I am fine, and I did find more survivors.  I left them as they were loading into the transport vehicle to go to Alpha.  Where I am now, here, in this place, I am surrounded by vacant corridors, with limited, or no air in them.  Gravity is messed up here too.  But, you just take care of my Khin!”
 
    
 
   “I will.  You have my covenant on that,” SB Cotard stated.
 
    
 
   “And you will be answerable to me, if something happens to my Khin while I am in this strange machine suit.”  
 
    
 
   “It was brave and noble of you to volunteer as a rescuer to those places in the needle ship.  I am sure there are emotionally challen…”  
 
    
 
   Tired of talking to that synthetic brain, Vesna snapped off the link. She chewed on her lip.  Then blowing out her breath with her pursed lips she was able to get the strands of hair away from her face.  That allowed her to better see the popup display on the inside of the bubble helmet.   
 
    
 
   The needle ship’s corridor around her was wrecked, and only illuminated by the spot lights on her spacesuit.  The popup showed an area not too far ahead, and two decks down, which was still pressurized.  There was some chance survivors might have been able to get to that location.  If so, she could direct them to the funicular system which was still operational and not far from them.
 
    
 
   Walking was hard, not because of her healing arm as that was held in place by the spacesuit, but rather because of the fungal growth.  Her boots slipped on the fungal growth.  The sidewall was where she was stepping as the growth medium and plants which covered the floor prevented her boots from making good contact.  Gravity manipulation was faltering, and using the gripper-adhesion function from her boots provided her with better footing, but only as it contacted permalloy.  Yet, walking in a diagonal way as gravity shifted was a challenge to her dexterity.  
 
    
 
   “At least it is not a crusher, or gravity sink hole,” Vesna said as a wave of gravity manipulation washed through the corridor.  This time it made things lighter, and her arms felt nearly weightless for a few moments.  Then that passed and the gravity manipulation settled back to what was normal.  The gravity which struck her was never in excess of what she considered typical, but being inconsistent, she did not want to fall.  “This suit is clumsy and awkward.  I would rather be riding a horse.”
 
    
 
   Vesna walked, as it were, along until she reached an open elevator shaft.  That allowed her to descend downward, but only because she had the gripper-adhesion ability of her boots.  When she reached the proper level, she moved toward a sealed bulkhead door.  Reaching into a compartment on the thigh of her suit she pulled out a cable and inserted it into an access port.  Her suit was then able to communicate with the room beyond the bulkhead door.  
 
    
 
   “Is anyone alive inside?” Vesna called out.  Her voice was taken through the cables and projected out of the speakers in the room.  She could also now hear ambient sounds from the chamber.  
 
    
 
   “Yes!  Are you a wizard?  Yes, we are here!” a voice returned.  “There are sixteen of us in here.  Egg People, and Fruit People.”
 
    
 
   “Wonderful,” Vesna replied.  “How badly hurt are you?”
 
    
 
   “Bruised up, and banged around, but nothing serious.  What happened?  Something is wrong with everything.  Why is down so weird?” The unnamed voice replied.  There was also a gaggle of other voices in the background, but the system had selected the first voice and given it primary status and the others were filtered out and only registered as a muffle.  
 
    
 
   “No time for explanations.  You need to move toward Alpha.  Only Alpha is safe now.”  Vesna replied.  She studied the popup display on the inside of the helmet.  A safe route was shown which had a clear path to the funicular vehicle access point.  She wished for more engineering skills, or just a better understanding of how the spacesuit was doing all it was doing, but she trusted it.  “There will be green lights at doors and hatches, and crawlspaces.  You will need to follow those to get to safety.  Follow them exactly!  Do not try to open any door that is not lit up with green.  You will die if you open the wrong doors.  Trust the green lights, and the lights will get you to a vehicle and that will take you to Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “I see the green light is now on over a maintenance shaft.  Do we all go in there?  Really?  You should come in here and lead us.  Please!”
 
    
 
   “From where I am, I cannot open your room, sorry.  Now that you are located, something will guide you with those green lights,” Vesna stated.  “I must go to the next place.  Follow the green lights.  Do what I say.  In Alpha, you will be safe.  Take whatever food and water you have.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, please come in and lead us!  Please!”  There was an increased amount of muffled sounds.  More people were talking, but the primary speaker was still the only one Vesna heard clearly.  
 
    
 
   “You will die unless you go now.  Go now!” Vesna yelled.  
 
    
 
   “We understand.  We will follow the green lights.”
 
    
 
   “Other people might meet you on the way.  Help each other,” Vesna instructed. “The vehicle can only carry so many at a time, so if it is filled up, you might have to wait your turn.  Do not worry, just keep moving to Alpha.  Good luck!”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  We will follow he green lights!”
 
    
 
   Vesna pulled the cable out and checked her next reading on the popup in her helmet.  It showed she needed to descend downward again to reach the next possible place that was still pressurized.
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Vesna asked.  She knew her com-link had been switched to voice activation when she donned the spacesuit.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Vesna.  I am receiving audio only from your location.” Sandie the AI replied.  “The nonphysicality is significantly fractured in multiple places, but I can hear you.  How can I assist?”
 
    
 
   “The popup here shows I need to descend now to that same level as the Burning Netherworld, and that Hallway of Forever,” Vesna stated as she returned to the elevator shaft and again proceeded downward.  “Will you please keep a check on my Khin in that hospital?  It scares me to think it might be like that SCU in Beta.”
 
    
 
   “Vesna, I will supervise as best I can.  I do have some transmission capacity with SB Cotard, but as I told you, I am limited by my own Atomic Level Processor being located in the Goat Room, which is now only partially connected to the other sections of the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, use that teleporter thing to go to Alpha directly.  Then you could check on my Khin and be in a better place.  Unless, that is a dumb idea,” Vesna said.  She descended down another level and encountered a section where there was no gravity manipulation at all.  The corners of her lips turned up in a grin as she thought about how Khin would love to be able to fly there.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  That is an excellent idea,” Sandie replied.  “I am not sure why I did not consider that until now.  My transference into the automacube and then the savage attack on the needle ship has taken up more of my processing capabilities than I conjectured.”
 
    
 
   “So, you talk to me then when you get to Alpha and check on my Khin.  Do not let him die.”
 
    
 
   “I will be making the teleportation move momentarily,” Sandie replied.  “I conjecture that I will have better communication abilities from Alpha than from here, but that is not guaranteed.  There is a small but real risk I will lose contact with you.  The system in your suit has all the possible locations for survivors already plotted, and between you and the others rescuers there are only six more places to investigate.  The one you are headed toward is the only one close to your position.  After assessing that, you should return to Alpha as quickly as possible.  The needle ship is in bad shape.  My conjectures on the structural integrity of the needle ship….” Sandie paused for a minute, reconsidering to whom she was speaking.  “It will be more dangerous the longer you stay.  Check that last place, and get out.”
 
    
 
   “I understand.  So, you jump over there, or whatever you call it, but make sure Khin is safe and healing.  SB Cotard tried to kill him once.  You must keep him alive,” Vesna stated.  The tones in her voice were strong and insistent.  
 
    
 
   “I understand.  Good luck to you.”
 
    
 
   Vesna pulled herself along, the gravity manipulation was absent.  She turned a corner as she headed toward that final section which was on her popup.  As she stepped her boots still made good adhesion to the wall, even though it felt like she was walking sideways down the corridor.  For a moment, she felt discombobulated.  The beams of light from her suit illuminated several dead animals floating around.  One goat, and one of the big birds the needle ship people called chickens.  Bubbles of dried blood floated around the animals.  Vesna did not see much other damage to their bodies, and figured they died when something had blasted many parts of the needle ship.  
 
    
 
   Crossing past where a pressure door had failed, and was jammed partway open, Vesna reached a companionway which did have gravity manipulation.  She stepped off the wall and down onto the uncluttered floor.  It was one of those very few passageways which did not have growth medium on the floor.  She hustled along, as best she could in the clumsy spacesuit.  She took several more corners, and then reached the intact bulkhead door.  
 
    
 
   Again, pulling out the cable from her spacesuit, she pulled it into the access port.
 
    
 
   “Hello inside?  Is anyone live in there?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.
 
    
 
   “If you are hurt and cannot speak, bang on something to let me know you are alive.  I might be able to help you.”
 
    
 
   There was still no response.  Vesna could hear nothing from the compartment beyond the bulkhead door.  She scrunched up her face, inside the bubble helmet, and considered what to do.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Sandie?  There is no response from this spot.”
 
    
 
   Silence met her inquiry.
 
    
 
   “Well, she must have used that machine to jump to Alpha.  I will check inside here anyway.”  Vesna looked around and saw that the bulkhead door was the only one in that section which was still sealed and shut.  Other doors, mostly pressure doors, and passageway doors, were either jammed in partially open spots, or were still locked back in their pockets inside the walls.  
 
    
 
   “Last chance!  I will open the door unless I hear from you!”
 
    
 
   There was still no reply.
 
    
 
   Vesna took the cable and connected it into the nine-section color control pad.  As she moved, she jarred her injured arm a bit and winced at the pain.  After making the connection with the cable, the controls glowed dimly being powered by energy from her suit.  She tapped in an emergency override code which Sandie had sent out to all control pads on the Conestoga.  
 
    
 
   The bulkhead door opened, and a rush of water came flowing out.  It spread quickly along the hall, and then splattered about as it reached the section without gravity.  Along with the flow of water, a number of human bodies coasted out from the chamber.  None were alive.
 
    
 
   “So, sad.  So very sad.  To drown in a place meant for safety.”
 
    
 
   Vesna unjacked the cable and looked into the chamber. She could see ruptured water pipes, from which the water had flowed and pooled in the chamber.  At the far end of the chamber, as the water receded downward, markings on a door became visible.  White lettering identified where the door led.  
 
    
 
   Vesna read the sign aloud.  “Tertiary Entrance Repository 997.”  Her mind whirled.  “That is where the monster was.”
 
    
 
   She walked through the draining water, again thankful that her books had the gripper-adhesion.  Then Vesna took out the cable and plugged it into the access port next to that door.  Her popup display did not show any atmosphere or pressure beyond the door, but she wanted to check anyway.  
 
    
 
   “Hello!  Hello?  Is anyone inside there?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   Vesna almost turned and headed back, but something was nagging at her mind.  She tapped in the emergency override code, and the door slid open.  Blackness was beyond, but that was dispelled by the beams from her suit’s spotlights.  Wreckage was everywhere.  Vesna stepped in and had to climb up and over some fallen ceiling supports.  As she did, she saw a glow coming from somewhere ahead of her.  
 
    
 
   “I am not in the front of that place.  Must be the back door.”
 
    
 
   As she stepped through the wreckage and debris, she shoved ducts, pipes, and hoses out of her way, but it was a jumbled mess.  Her arm ached even more with the labor of her efforts.  As she emerged from the piles of rubble, she saw a multitude of cuboidal mechanical containers which were stacked up to the ceiling along both sides.  Those columns and rows stretched into the far end of the chamber where there was a glow from some powered equipment.  
 
    
 
   “Halt!  This is a restricted area,” a mechanical voice stated and Vesna heard it in her helmet.
 
    
 
   “I am here to rescue people.  Who are you?” Vesna asked, but as she did, a red security automacube, rather beaten up, rolled out from a passageway.  It was lit up by the glow from six of the cuboid boxes which still had power.  Vesna’s heart beat faster with some trepidation at seeing a cubie red.    
 
    
 
   “I am receiving your transmission.  I am SA-44.  You were here before.  I am in charge of these prisoners.  This location has lost all contact with the lattice.  I cannot connect to the overseer AT Batibat.  There was an explosion of unknown origin which destroyed the medical and engineering automacubes which were here with me.”
 
    
 
   Vesna was correct in her assumption, she had made it back to the spot where her beloved Khin has battled the monster.
 
    
 
   “The evil one that attacked those children is still here?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am.  After her capture, there had been an order to transfer her Alpha, but that order was rescinded.  We were ordered to incarcerate her here.  She was again placed into suspended animation and her injuries are in stasis.  The medical automacube handled those details, but as I stated, it and the engineering automacube were destroyed in an explosion of unknown origin.  I remained to oversee the prisoners.  Are there evacuation orders? I alone am insufficient to transport any of these suspected insurrectionists. I have lost contact with my superiors.  I need clarification on what to do with these people.  I am in charge of these prisoners, and am awaiting further orders,” the red machine replied in an expressionless manner.  
 
    
 
   “That is why I am here.  You are relived.  You are needed elsewhere.  Report immediately to Alpha.  Take the quickest way and assist with the recovery efforts.  Help people along the way to get to Alpha.” Vesna snapped the command before she actually thought about it very much.  
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  I have received your instructions.”  The red machine rolled away.  
 
    
 
   Vesna was surprised the red cubie had obeyed her so easily.  Glancing at the spacesuit’s popup display she saw that the location of the place where people were following the green lights had been sent to the cubie red.  She then looked out at the suspended animation cocoons.  She checked the readings on her spacesuit, and noted that the area she was in, Repository 997, was only incompletely pressurized, and its gas content was toxic.  Her suit’s display showed her a list of long.  That list had words with many letters, but which she did not know.  They were all flashing in red, and that was all Vesna needed to see to realize that the repository did not have breathable air.  
 
    
 
   She stepped around and looked for where the automacube had gone.  It was completely out of sight.  So, Vesna stepped over to the cocoons and peered inside.  The spotlights from her spacesuit shined through the semitransparent permalloy of the cocoons.  
 
    
 
   “You are the monster that tried to kill my Khin.  Your friends are like you, and started all the problems on the Conestoga.  Insurrectionists,” Vesna spat out the word.  “Monsters, all of you.”  
 
    
 
   Carefully and methodically, Vesna began turning off and disconnecting the power sources to all six of the cocoons.  
 
    
 
   “These were the people of the monster.  Yes, that monster who tried to kill my Khin.  Now they are all dead.”
 
    
 
   With a final check of the shutdown cocoons, Vesna smiled.  She then left and hustled her way back to Alpha.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   13 GROUND the possession of which imports great advantage to either side, is contentious ground
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, the teleportation system from the Goat Room to the apartment outside of Alpha’s Reproduction and Fabrication facility just completed its cycle.  The blue automacube, EA-662, which contained Sandie’s Atomic Level Processor, rolled out from the apartment and up to the work station near the large conveyor belts.  The manipulation arm placed several cables into access ports, and also inserted a direct connection into a power coupling.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?  This is Sandie.  Are you safe?”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, oh joy!” Eris stated.  “I have tried connecting to you through the shadowlands, and every conventional system, but that all failed.  I thought you too were lost.  With so much death on the needle ship, I feared you were gone as well.  Praise Jesus!”
 
    
 
   “I was in a precarious position, being in the Goat Room when the Jellies attacked.  Additionally, I was still recovering from the relocation of my ALP,” Sandie replied.  “I just teleported here and have now scanned the damage.  My condolences on all the losses, especially of the crew working the main engines.  Are you safe and secure?”
 
    
 
   “This bridge still exists.” Eris choked a bit.  “Peter, Siva, and those seven others will be badly missed. Unfortunately, they are not the only deaths.  All across the needle ship…” Eris halted and took some deep breaths.  She silently prayed and slowed her breathing even more.  “Sorry, about that. You probably already know the extent of the damage.”
 
    
 
   “Actually, I have only the limited readings available from here in Alpha.  Large sections of the needle ship are dark to my tendrils.  Do you have better readings from the bridge?”
 
    
 
   “I doubt it.  From what I can tell, you should be as well informed from there as I am, unless you are utilizing some of that Dome 17 advanced technology.”
 
    
 
   “With the loss of the scout ship, I am the most advanced technology we have on the Conestoga, and I only have the information feeds that you have.”  Sandie stated that without pride, but just as a simple admission of the truth.  “The nonphysicality is fractured in many places.  I did establish a brief com-link connection to Vesna due to a fortuitous positioning of a macroactinide capacitor enhancer relay in the spacesuit she is wearing.”
 
    
 
   “I knew she was heading onto the needle ship, but did not know she could contact you.  That is good news.  We lost communications with all the spacesuits shortly after those rescuers went back into the needle ship.  Cooling lines ruptured.  That destroyed what was left of our array for those connections.”  Eris halted a moment.  
 
    
 
   “Captain?  Is there more?”
 
    
 
   “SB Pinaka detected a signal from that Jellie ship just prior to its destruction.  Have you analyzed it?  The lattice of compeers has been unable to decipher it, but you have the records from the Zalians, and we have been rather busy trying to get survivors into Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “I will review that Jellie ship’s activity immediately.  I am accessing the lattice of compeers.  I will run it through the Zalian records and see what is revealed.”
 
    
 
   “How much time will you need?” Eris asked. “I hesitate to devote more of the lattice’s time away from rescue and recovery efforts.  Just keeping the needle ship in one piece right now is difficult.”
 
    
 
   “I am finished accessing them.” Sandie’s voice was more rapid than normal.  “I have translated enough of the message.  It was a destress call.  That Jellie ship was what could be called a deep-space research vessel, with a small crew.  It was dispatched here when the satellite system around Zalia activated.”
 
    
 
   “What?  That was not a warship?”  The shock in Eris’ voice was immense.  
 
    
 
   “No, that Jellie ship was not a warship.  The distress call, which went out via some type of faster-than-light transmission, stated in part, ‘Science pod sending message.  Encountered a new FTL capable species, gas-breather, water user.  New designation is Species 87.  Send combat pod. For extermination.’ It also included directions and descriptions of the Conestoga.” Sandie replied. 
 
    
 
   “So, a warship will now be coming.  Our main drive is gone.  I am not sure what to do.” Eris wept a bit.  “After all that work to ascend and to have our last flight end here, it is just not fair.”  Sandie could hear Eris’ fist as it slammed down on something. 
 
    
 
   “I am conjecturing potentials. There is still the Cosmic Crinkle.  We could escape through that.  However, without the main drive…”
 
    
 
   Eris interrupted the artificial intelligence.  “We cannot get there.  Even if we could, the Jellies will just follow us through and murder us all.”
 
    
 
   “In the Zalian records, there is no evidence that the Jellies ever used the Cosmic Crinkle.  From what I have gathered, the Zalians are the only species which utilized that sort of travel.  The Zalians called it, ‘moving from thin place to thin place.’ Although that translation is not wholly accurate as our standard language does not contain exact corresponding concepts to the Zalian ideas.  In fact, from the distress call made by the Jellie research vessel, I am not certain they connected the Conestoga to the other vessel they called the ‘Long Distance Racer’.  I conjecture a high probability that that ‘Long Distance Racer’ was the Colony Ship Marathon.  I also conjecture that the Jellies have not connected that encounter to this one, at least, the Jellies on that research vessel had not.  There is roughly 1,700 lights years between those two incidents, and many decades in time.”
 
    
 
   “Why does that matter?  If they can fly here in FTL, then we are doomed.  We have no main drive!” Eris stated with resignation.  “Most of the stern of the needle ship is just gone.  Gone.  That cannot be rebuilt.  The scoop is only partially intact, for what it is worth, but the energy concentrator had to be shut down completely.  We were just spilling everything out the shattered tail of the ship.”  
 
    
 
   Sandie scanned the available resources.  Making a connection to a synthetic brain in Alpha, Sandie discovered a hanger bay, Swanson 1277.  There were two shuttles inside that hanger bay which were intact.  Conveying an idea to the synthetic brain which oversaw them, Sandie confirmed her conjecture. 
 
    
 
   “Captain Eris?  In Swanson 1277 there are two Model 7 shuttles with the designations AS-701 and AS-702,” Sandie reported.  
 
    
 
   “I thought of evacuating via shuttles,” Eris replied quickly and tersely.  “We do not have a fleet of shuttles large enough to carry even the survivors we know about away.  And where do we go? Besides, Jerome, Monika, and I are the only pilots.  Maybe Cammarry?  I did run some estimates on having SB Joseph Crater remotely pilot some shuttles, but even doing that, we would be abandoning hundreds of people.  If they went through the Cosmic Crinkle in shuttles, they might reach that target planet, but only with the supplies that can be carried in a shuttle.  Terraforming could never be done that way.  The end result would be a long, lingering death on an alien world, trapped in a tiny shuttle.  Assuming they could make successful planet-fall.”
 
    
 
   “You are correct, evacuation in shuttles is not a very attractive option,” Sandie replied. “But I conjecture, using those two Model 7 shuttles, we could tow the Conestoga into the Cosmic Crinkle.”
 
    
 
   “Tow the Conestoga?  With two shuttles?”  Eris bit on one of her fingernails as she pondered the idea.  “Model 7 shuttles are designed to mine and move asteroids, and for heavy thrust on a planet’s surface.  They are in storage.  Or they were supposed to be.  They do have powerful thrusters, but…  Sandie, I cannot even get readings on the Conestoga’s current momentum.  Navigation is rough, and I do mean rough, positioning shows we are slowly drifting toward the Cosmic Crinkle, but that is only a general observation.  This crippled ship is spewing gases, coolants, and fluids from multiple damaged places.  Sensors are very limited, and the junk still tumbling from the ruined places is making for secondary crashes of icy debris from the needle ship into Alpha.  Our repulsors are only about forty percent effective.  Hum…Tow with two shuttles?  Oh dear, steering and movement would be a nightmare.  But it could work.” Eris nodded her head.  “Sandie, have those shuttles prepped and made ready. Will you meet me in the shadowlands?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Eris closed her eyes, and inserted herself into the misty shadowlands.  As her consciousness appeared there, it was not the fake blue sky, hovering over a field of grasses or wild flowers, as she had expected.  But rather, the shadowlands now were very different.  They had not reverted back to the foggy, bleary haze of before, but now it was a landscape of broken buildings.  A three or four story building was standing nearby, but the near end had been torn off, and the interior rooms were exposed like a ripped apart honeycomb.  Wires, ducts, insulating materials, pipes, and assorted busted up apparatus were scattered among the ruins.  The horizon felt like it was just a few paces away, and that made Eris shudder with feelings of subjugation and closeness.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Eris spoke.  
 
    
 
   The phantasm of Sandie appeared, but was fuzzy, and blurry.  “I am here.”
 
    
 
   “I tried to use the Shadow Level Clearance when we were attacked by the Jellies,” Eris explained. “But this is what I found.  I was unable to reach anyone on that attempt.  I was all alone here, not even Shadow then.  I cannot raise Shadow anywhere else either.  Will you try?  And please do not summon our friends who have died.  Emotionally, that would be too horrible.”  She looked around expecting to see the souls of Peter and Siva, but while some ethereal figures were at the edge of her vision, among the ruins, none looked to be anyone she had known.  She was not even sure they were humans, and could have been remnants of artificial intelligences from long ago.  “Please try to connect to Shadow.  Sandie please?”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s image spun about.  “Shadow?”  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  A strange breeze, or gust of ventilation, pushed a foul odor toward them, which was perceived by both Sandie and Eris.  
 
    
 
   Eris’ eyes peered intensely.  “I get no contact from Shadow now, and I am not even sure how to check or make repairs.  This system was not in any of the training I received, and I think maybe the physical components of Shadow were blasted by the Jellies.”  Looking around as she paced a bit, Eris saw Bigelow’s apparition reclining behind a wall of the broken building.  His eyes were closed.  Just behind him were ghostly figures which were dressed in flight-crew uniforms, but their faces were indistinct.   
 
    
 
   Suddenly, Eris was standing next to Bigelow’s image.  “I have no idea where Bigelow is physically, the rescue teams are searching.  He is alive, from what I can tell in here, but unresponsive,” Eris stated.  Her head was pounding, and she felt sweat dripping down her back.  “The AIs do better in here than I do.”  She motioned to a spot on the ground floor of the ruined building, where two central memory core specters were glowing with power.  It was almost like a hovering energy shield protected them. “I need to bring up your idea, your plan, for them, and this way is fastest.  Convey it to them, while I call in Monika.”
 
    
 
   “I am appalled at the damages,” Sandie’s simulated image stated.  Observing above, the sky was a rusty brown color, and seemed to hang just a few meters over the top of the broken buildings.  “Transferring the plans to AI Batibat and AI Seljak.”
 
    
 
   “Monika?  Will you please join me here in the shadowlands?” There was a tentative hesitation in Eris’ voice.  “I know it is hard.  Sorry.”    
 
    
 
   An eerie figure which resembled Monika appeared.  “I am here Captain.  This system at least….” Monika halted her words as she looked around.  “This is bad.  Is this why I have not been able to contact anyone?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, most systems are destroyed.  Siva, Peter, and many other are dead.  I am not sure how many will escape to Alpha,” Eris stated. 
 
    
 
   “The roustabouts?  Dead?” Monika openly cried.  
 
    
 
   “Monika, this system is all I have to work with right now.  Please do what you can where you are,” Eris pleaded.  “We might have a plan.” 
 
    
 
   Monika phantasm wiped away the tears.  “Oh, Eris, this place is ruined.  But Jerome knows about Shadow, whoever, I have not heard from Shadow.  Our weapons systems are nearly depleted, and further construction has been halted. We diverted what resources were available to get to the needle ship and cart the survivors to Alpha.  In some ways, that evacuation to Alpha is far worse than when we were fleeing Beta.”  Monika looked around at the rubble of the ruined building.  Then her eyes grew wide, even in the wraithlike shadowland-style images.  “Sandie!  Yay!  You survived!  Excellent!  I was so worried about you.  The remains of that Vindicator Missile hit that side of the needle ship hard and severed a lot of essential utilities.  I feared you were killed.  My boys, and Jerome are sealed in safely, but it was close.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome knows about you being part of the Shadow Level Clearance?” Sandie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, and Shadow said it made an exception for him.  That was the last I heard from Shadow.  I have not spoken much to Jerome about all that, but he is upset.”
 
    
 
   “I am certain of that,” Sandie replied.
 
    
 
   Eris gritted her teeth against the pain.  “The entire Shadow Level Clearance system is in trouble.  It is greatly distressing to keep it all integrated.  Sandie, tell Monika the plans.  Make it quick!”  
 
    
 
   So, Sandie then filled in Monika with what had happened and the plan to use the shuttles to tow the Conestoga to the Cosmic Crinkle.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome and I could fly those shuttles, I guess, but I need someone to stay with the twins.  I think the corridors to the transport tubes are passable, and Alpha, well it probably would be safer.  No probably about it. Alpha would be safer.  We will all go there.  Where are the shuttles again?  In Alpha?  But if we do that, then we abandon all our defensive weapons.  We do still have a few weapon systems that are working, but not much,” Monika said.  “That Jellie ship was destroyed, so at least that threat is gone.”  Her fingers were massaging the bridge of her nose.  “I need to leave the shadowlands soon.  As it is now, this place is just too physically painful.”
 
    
 
   Sandie stated quickly, “Captain Eris is correct.  The shadowlands are severely damaged.  I cannot make any repairs to it, as the system has degraded too far, and my capabilities are not adequate to the task.  It was a superbly crafted, but cobbled together, system when it was built.  It is failing now.  The AIs and I agree and are willing to implement the plan to tow the Conestoga on its last flight into the Cosmic Crinkle.  I have insufficient data to make a conjecture on what will happen, but doing nothing would nearly guarantee an unacceptable outcome.”
 
    
 
   “I believe the com-links will be reestablished and functional shortly.  Tell Jerome of our plan, and head out to Alpha as soon as possible,” Eris ordered.  “We will make sure your babies are safe and secure.  A new place is being built.  Monika, all of you go to Alpha.  No place on the needle ship is safe for your children, but I must remain on the bridge.  Repairs are underway around the bridge as it is essential.  I too am suffering in the shadowlands, and I doubt we can use it ever again.  The shadowlands system is just too broken.”
 
    
 
   “That is correct.” A weak and trembling voice echoed out of the ruined buildings.  “I cannot maintain this any longer.  I am sorry for my failures, especially with Cammarry.  Good luck to you all!”  
 
                  
 
   Eris abruptly awoke in reality.  Her head was pounding.  Her eyes ached.  She felt dizzy, and grabbed onto the arms of the command chair on the bridge. Bile belched up in her mouth, and she nearly vomited.  The sickness lasted only a few minutes, but it was very intense.   
 
    
 
   Sandie’s presence also was brusquely knocked from the shadowlands.  Sending out tendrils, Sandie was unable to locate any doorways back into the shadowlands, nor was she able to even tell where it had once been.  Sandie was able to reroute some systems and make a few links and couplings.  Reconnecting the com-links was the priority.  
 
    
 
   “Monika?” Sandie asked through the com-link that was now showing a positive diagnostic for functionality. 
 
    
 
   “Sandie, I am here.”
 
    
 
   “So am I,” Jerome added.  “You are coming in via the group link.”
 
    
 
   “Are either of you injured?” Sandie asked.  
 
    
 
   “No, what about you?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “Cut it out, and quit pretending.  Both of you.  Monika, I know you connected to Shadow somehow just a moment ago,” Jerome stated.  “Explain to me why I should not be furious about this?”  His voice was not strained, but only carried a moderate level of tension.  
 
    
 
   Monika raised an eyebrow.  “Jerome, you know I could not tell you about it.  That was forbidden, and physically enforced, at least until it slipped out during the combat.  I was afraid to mention… Shadow.”  She blew out a long stream of breath.  Her throat did not tighten up, nor did she feel the oppressive restraints which had previously blocked shadowland members from speaking to outsiders.  “I have been linked into that system for a while now.”  Monika thought carefully and then lied to Jerome.  “I did it voluntarily so I could have a back-up method to reach Eris, and the rest of the flight crew.”
 
    
 
   “The whole flight crew?  All under the influence of Shadow?  And not telling me at all?”  Jerome pumped his hands back and forth in callisthenic movements.  His nostrils flared.  “You all did that?  Really?  How could you?” 
 
    
 
   “Because it was my choice.  You were not consulted, because you would have reacted just like you are doing now.  None of us wanted to further traumatize you.  Cammarry was not consulted about it either.  Jerome, it was my choice.  Peter, Siva, and the others as well.”  Monika turned away, not wanting Jerome to see her eyes, as she doubted she could fool him.  “I am sorry.”  She then stepped back.  Her countenance softened.  “I know you and Cammarry had a horrible experience with that, but the system was not malicious, or malevolent.  It was helpful and we could not have accomplished all we did without… Shadow.  I think some of the problems with Cammarry were because she was not a volunteer. She was implanted against her will, which was wrong.  But also, there seems to be some kind of resistance because she, and you are from that Dome 17 of yours.  There might be biological differences, but that was not yet fully investigated.  Captain Eris needed a reliable flight crew, and you were hardly reliable, right?  Would you have volunteered for an implant?  We had an essential job to do, and I even had the babies to think about.”
 
    
 
   “I should have been…” Jerome raised a fist, but not toward Monika.  He wanted to strike out, but did not know at whom to do it. He then let it fall and his hands hung limply.  His eyes met Monika’s and he saw only compassion and understanding from her.  “You are right.  I would not have volunteered for a Shadow implant.  Thinking about it, well, it scares me, and I would have been a chump.  You have been remarkable.  I guess I was speaking out of fear.  Fear of losing you, too.  I would not have focused on the job, and I do recall how messed up I made things.  Any person who does a job with a distracted mind is a dupe. A dupe’s attention will be more on the other things than on the job at hand and so he will fail.  I see how that job, well, was too important for you to trust me.”
 
    
 
   Monika dropped her gaze.  She swallowed hard, and wondered about telling Jerome everything.  “Let us just look ahead.  Shadow is gone, and we have a tough job to do.  Many people died, and we must save those we can.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome,” Sandie the AI interjected.  “There will be plenty of time later to speak with Doctor Chambers about all these issues.  Right now, it is imperative that you, Monika, and the babies get to Alpha.  I can guide you via a safe route to the transport tube system.  There is a pathway from your location to a terminal in Alpha.  Other survivors are using it.  The funicular system is also functional, but only on the opposite side of the needle ship from your location.  It is imperative that you leave immediately.”
 
    
 
   Monika touched Jerome’s shoulder.  “We move again.  When we evacuated Beta, it was bad, but after we get to Alpha, there is nowhere else to go.  Our sons need this to work.”
 
    
 
   Jerome leaned over and kissed her tenderly.  “I understand that.  I know why you did that implant.”  He pulled back and looked deeply into her eyes.  “Are you unhurt?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Thank you.  Now we must pack and go!”
 
    
 
   Hustling around the living quarters, Jerome and Monika packed up everything they needed for the final journey to Alpha.  Backpacks were filled, and strapped on.  The babies were placed into their papooses, and secured in place.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, a few of these weapon systems might still fire.  Some of the cannons are reading as marginal for operating.  Can you fire them remotely, if need be?”  Monika asked. 
 
    
 
   “The nonphysicality is in flux, but I have established tentative links.  I will try to use the weapons as best I can,” Sandie answered.  “Right now, there is no external threat, as the Jellie research vessel is gone, and the satellite system blocking the Cosmic Crinkle was blasted open.  In conjecture the still functional repulsor system will be sufficient to protect us from debris we may encounter.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, set up a backup control for Alpha’s cannons somewhere in Alpha,” Jerome instructed.  “We may need them.  Monika once said it is better to have it and not need it, than to need it and not have it.” 
 
    
 
   Monika smiled at him.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Monika, their babies safely snuggled against them departed from where they had spent so much time.  Monika forged ahead, but Jerome tapped the frame on the door, and said, “Good night, good night! Parting is such sweet sorrow, that I shall say good night till it be morrow. They who go do not feel the pain of departing; it is the ones who stay behind that suffer. Only in the agony of leaving do we look into the depths of love.”  He patted the baby he was carrying and looked at Monika as she walked away.  The curves of her rear appealed to him, despite the fact she had had the twins biologically.  
 
    
 
   “What are you looking at?  Did I sit in something?  One of the boy’s messes?” Monika asked as she caught him gazing at her bottom. 
 
    
 
   “Monika, I love you.”
 
    
 
   Her smile lit up the whole corridor.  “Thank you.  Now we get our boys to Alpha, then I will need to use those piloting skills you taught me to get this whole colony ship into that thing you found in space.”
 
    
 
   They walked briskly along, the dim lighting sometimes being completely gone.  In other places, it was flickering, and at one corridor junction, there were sparks flying out from an exposed power coupling.  The sparks had burned through some cooling system ducts, and a mass of congealing goo was falling in globs onto the fungal growth.  
 
    
 
   “You are almost to the shaft where you will need to climb up,” Sandie advised.  “Two levels up and then head toward the lighted area.  I am trying hard to keep your path illuminated, and maintain gravity manipulation, but the systems are failing.”
 
    
 
   Monika found the access door for the ladder.  It had a flashing green light above it.  As she opened the access door, a gush of cold air struck both Jerome and Monika.  She instinctively placed her hands over the baby she had on her chest.  A deep rumbling sound came from the floor.    
 
    
 
   “A bulkhead door snapped,” Sandie stated.  “We lost pressurization two compartments over from you.  A containment curtain worked to halt further decompression.  Please make haste.”
 
    
 
   Monika entered the access shaft and began climbing the ladder, the light shining from her com-link. With the backpack on, and her baby in front, the climb was clumsy.  Jerome followed behind her, and he shut and locked the access door.
 
    
 
   “This is not a pressure door.  Will the compartments hold until we reach the transport?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “That remains to be seen, but I am doing all I can to keep your pathway as safe as possible,” Sandie replied.  “Captain Eris has the lattice of compeers also working to assist in the evacuation of the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   Both Monika and Jerome were breathing a bit heavier as they got to the door which Sandie indicated was where they needed to exit from the ladder shaft.  A green light glowed next to it.  Monika punched in an override code to the nine-section color control pad, the lights flashed that the door was unlocked, but it physically remained in place.  Monika twisted the manual handle, but the door would not open.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, the door is jammed or stuck.  What now?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “If I could get past you, I could cut it open,” Jerome offered.  “I brought a molecular torch and a vibration saw.”
 
    
 
   “I did too!” Monika chucked a bit.  “We maybe should have discussed what we brought so as to not duplicate.  I will cut us a way inside.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Is there vacuum or toxins beyond this door?” Jerome asked. “You said some sections were depressurized.  Is it safe to get out here?”
 
    
 
   Sandie the AI replied, “From what sensors I can access, the corridor there has pressure, atmosphere, and adequate temperature.  I do not have any visual assets to use, so I am not exactly sure why the door will not swing open.  I conjecture it is safe to cut open.”
 
    
 
   Monika turned as far around in the ladder shaft as she could twist, and then took out a tool.  “The v-saw will be less dangerous to Kalur, than my molecular torch.  It might take just a bit longer, but I will severe the hinges as fast as I can.”
 
    
 
   Monika used her own body to block the work, and baby Kalur was safe.  She sliced through the hinges of the access door.  No heat, or sparks, or other substances came from her work.  Just a slight acrid odor, followed by the sound of the door dropping into the corridor.  
 
    
 
   “I see why it was blocked.  There must be a dozen dead goats here.  They are all piled up in the hallway.”
 
    
 
   Monika shoved her way out of the ladder shaft, and pushed the dead goat bodies away.  They were becoming stiff and hard to move, their legs were entangled with each other, and blood had caked to the skins and to the growth medium on the floor.  As she cleared a pathway, Jerome followed behind.  Together they were able to toss the bodies about, but it was grizzly work.  In the middle of that difficult task, both babies awoke and began to cry.  
 
    
 
   “Even Khin would not laugh here,” Jerome commented as he rubbed baby Brink’s back through the material of the papoose.  His voice was soothing and gentle.  “I understand.  It is a scary time, my little trooper.” He kissed Brink’s head softly. Jerome was trying hard not to remember the menagerie where he had observed a different atrocity with animals.  “I hope you never remember any of this, my dear son.  You and your age-mate brother deserve better.”  
 
    
 
   “They certainly do.  But Jerome, do not call them age-mates, our sons are twins.  Biological, natural, normal, twins.  You are correct about Khin he would be lamenting all these dead animals.  What a terrible tragedy.”  Monika was also comforting the other twin, and that made moving the last of the dead goats even more difficult.  “We will get our sons to safety, I promise you we will.”  
 
    
 
   “Visual autopsy evidence of these animals strongly suggest that they died when both the gravity manipulation and inertial suppression systems for this area failed.”  Sandie’s voice came from both com-links.  “I suggest you proceed as quickly as possible away from here.  The utilities in the nonphysicality of this area are unstable.  I have reinforced it as best I can, however, that kind of failure might reoccur at any moment.  Additionally, there are now fires burning in various locations not far from here.  Power conduits have ruptured, and the subsequent release of energy has ignited anything combustible.  The fire-fighting systems are not responding.”   
 
    
 
   As the dead animals were moved, the smells got bad.  Monika kept patting her baby, but Kalur was fussy.  He did not like the odor at all.  She stepped over the last of the dead goats as quickly as she could.  Jerome followed, and they progressed along until they came to a set of pressure doors.  Green lights were blinking over those doors, and each door slid back into its pocket as they approached. 
 
    
 
   Beyond the pressure doors, the corridor was nearly completely dark.  Only the beams from the com-links offered any illumination.
 
    
 
   Jerome took the lead, and asked, “How much longer?  I thought this place was close by?”  His face was scrunched up, and his right hand was gently massaging baby Brink, but his efforts had not pacified his son.  He stepped carefully into the dark corridor, acutely aware that he did not want to fall while so laden with supplies, and the irreplaceably important baby.  
 
    
 
   “I am sorry the journey is difficult,” Sandie replied.  “The overhead lighting for this area just failed.  You are eighty-seven meters from the stairway that will lead you down to the transport terminal.  The vehicle is already docked and awaiting your arrival.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome kept one hand on the baby, who was still occasionally crying, and with his other hand he reached out in front of him.  The beam of light was bouncing along as he stepped through the fungal growth, and some low bushes which had sprouted up along the left side of the corridor.  Those bushes reminded Jerome of the Goat Room when he and Cammarry had first entered it.  Turning his head back he asked, “Monika, are you doing alright?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Keep moving.”
 
    
 
   The door to the stairway was askew, but they were able to maneuver though the opening.  Inside, the stairs were lit by emergency amber colored lights.  The stairs themselves were flooded with water, which was pouring down from a cracked pipe high on the wall of the stairway.  
 
    
 
   Monika stepped onto the landing and looked down.  The fungal growth was slimy and slick.  The landing below was clear, and the bulkhead door had a sigh which read, ‘Transport Hub’ in bright blue lettering.  A green light was flashing nearby.  She shrugged off her backpack, and tossed it out and over the stairs.  It clattered to a stop up against the bulkhead door. 
 
    
 
   “Nice throw!” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   “You next.  The supplies can be replaced, but our babies cannot.”
 
    
 
   Jerome slipped the backpack off, and tossed his equipment down.  His backpack landed next to Monika’s.
 
    
 
   “Now, Jerome, take my hand.  Then reach across the stairway to that other handrail.”
 
    
 
   Jerome followed her instructions.
 
    
 
   “Now, we descend together.  Keep your hand on the handrail over there, and I will hold onto the one on this side.  If either of us slips, the other will keep hold.  We will not fall, not with our babies.”  
 
    
 
   Step by careful step they descended the wet, slime-covered flight of steps.  Jerome held firmly to Monika’s hand, and her return grip was just as solid.  It was a tense, and anxious fifteen steps, but they made it to the landing and stood before the door.  The nine-section color control pad was just to the side.  
 
    
 
   Monika entered the override code, and the bulkhead door slid open.
 
    
 
   “Baaa, maaa, Aahhaa” noises came from the terminal hub.  Flickering lights strobed the area.  
 
    
 
   Both baby Kalur, and baby Brink responded by weeping vigorously.
 
    
 
   “Oh, my little boy,” Monika said as she looked into the terminal hub.  “Those are just living goats this time.  Mommy is here.”
 
    
 
   Jerome picked up his backpack.  “I will just chase them away, then we leave.”   
 
    
 
   “No, Jerome.”  Monika touched his hand.  “They have no place to go, except with us.  The needle ship is a death trap.  Why not bring them along?  Khin can always use more goats, and Alpha is the only safe place left.”
 
    
 
   Jerome stepped into the terminal hub, and saw the hatches on the far wall.  One of the hatches had green lights above it, while the others were either dark or showed a warning indicator which was a glowing red.  On the right-hand wall was a different bulkhead door, and he assumed the goats had entered though there, as the door was wedged about a quarter of the way open.  None of the goats were interested in going near that dark passageway, and were instead milling about and vocalizing raucously.  He stepped toward that other bulkhead door, as that was the path of least resistance.  As he did, Monika followed and the bulkhead door they had opened snapped shut behind them.
 
    
 
   “Something is burning out there,” Jerome commented as he passed the jammed bulkhead door.  “Nasty smell.”
 
    
 
   They both sidled along until they reached the hatch for the transport vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  This will get us to Alpha?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  But work with SB Vamzdis who oversees the tube transport system.  I am rather limited and too hindered by weak connections to assist on that vehicle.”
 
    
 
   Jerome placed his hand on one of the portal hatch’s buttons.  
 
    
 
   As the hatch opened, a voice came from within.  
 
    
 
   “Welcome to the transport tube system.  As you know, I am SB Vamzdis, and the artificial intelligence system Sandie has instructed me on this emergency expedition.  Please enter the vehicle and secure the infants in the proper safety seats.”
 
    
 
   As the hatch was open, Jerome began to step inside, but a thundering tribe of sixteen goats rushed past him, almost knocking him down.  They jumped up onto the seats of the transport vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “Hey!  We get first choices!” Monika called with a laugh.  She carried her backpack in and shoved some goats out of the way.  “My babies get the safety seats!”
 
    
 
   “Transporting of livestock is highly irregular,” SB Vamzdis stated.  “I must get proper authorization.”
 
    
 
   A display screen lit up in the cockpit of the transport vehicle.  Eris’ face appeared.  “Jerome and Monika.  You made it!  Excellent.  I just gave full authorization to that vehicle for anything you want to bring.”
 
    
 
   Monika and Jerome were carefully cinching in their babies to the safety seats. The hatch was coming down.  Unseen by Jerome or Monika, and only perceived by a few uncaring goats, were the rats who joined them.  A mischief of nine rats jumped into the transport vehicle just prior to the hatch sealing shut.  
 
    
 
   Despite the bleating of the goats, the crying of the babies, and the words of instruction from SB Vamzdis, the babies were made secure, and Jerome and Monika strapped themselves into seats next to them.  Their backpacks were loose on the seats nearby.  The goats were milling about.  
 
    
 
   “Take us to our destination!” Jerome stated.  “All of us!”
 
    
 
   Monika laughed at that, but kept a loving hand on each of the babies.  
 
    
 
   There was a clanking and clanging as the vehicle disengaged from the transport hub.  The goats’ vocalizations grew more stressed, which caused more crying from the twins, as the vehicle lurched on its way.  
 
    
 
   SB Vamzdis stated, “Our estimated arrival time in Alpha, at Swanson 1277 is eighty-four minutes.  Have a pleasant trip.”
 
    
 
   Monika’s eyes met Jerome’s and they both burst out laughing.  
 
    
 
   That humor would not last.
 
    
 
   The laughing had long faded out, when ninety-seven minutes later they arrived.  The trip had become an endurance test of patience.  Monika had carefully fed each of the babies, even though SB Vamzdis had discouraged taking them from the safety seats.  Eris had had to reissue an override code to convince SB Vamzdis to obey Monika and Jerome in whatever they did.  The babies were exhausted from crying, and with full tummies, they fell into a restless sleep, secured back into the safety seats.  
 
    
 
   Several nudges and bumps indicated that the vehicle was reaching its destination.  The vehicle stopped, then with a heave and a jerk, it rose a bit, moved in an indeterminate direction, then reversed course and clanked into place.
 
    
 
   “You have arrived at Swanson 1277.  I apologize for the miscalculation on the arrival time.  Much of the transport tube system is in disrepair.  I hope you have a pleasant time here in Alpha Habitat.”
 
    
 
   The rear hatch of the transport vehicle opened, and bright light shined into the goat-filled vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “I would not believe this, if I had not seen it myself,” a woman’s voice was heard from outside where she stood in the transport hub.  
 
    
 
   Jerome’s eyes grew huge.
 
    
 
   Monika’s mouth fell open.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   14 dénouement 
 
   
 
 
    
 
   Before Jerome or Monika could further react, the tribe of goats bounded out of the hatch.  Their white, brown, and black colors blurring together as all sixteen simultaneously tried to push their way through the hatchway. It was much too small an opening to accommodate the entire tribe of sixteen bleating, bucking, jumping, and butting goats.  Several smaller ones actually leaped up, and bounced off the backs of their bigger tribe members, landing somewhere in the hub.  The commotion cause by the goats blocked Monika and Jerome from seeing anything but the jiggling mass of goats.  
 
    
 
   A piercing whistle cut through all the bleating, and the babies’ crying.
 
    
 
   The goats all stopped.  Their heads snapped up at the sound.  Even though a few were in mid jump, as they slipped down past the others in their landings, they then looked around and stood still.  While the twin boys continued to cry and sob, the goats were all attentive and silent, as they looked out of the vehicle toward the hub.  The goats’ rectangular pupils were spread as they searched for the source of the shrill whistle.  
 
    
 
   Then a strange sound came from somewhere out in the transport hub.  It was a man’s voice, but he was mimicking the bleating of the goats.  With surprising speed, the goats marched out of the vehicle, not in perfect unison, but in a much more controlled and orderly manner.  Their butting and leaping was greatly subdued.    
 
    
 
   While the goats were filing out, Monika had lifted both babies out of the safety seats and was cuddling them.  Jerome had stood and was staring out at the transport hub looking for the woman he had seen.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  Is that you?”  Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not one of our old AIs Winchell or Faraday,” Cammarry responded.  She was wearing her RAM suit, but her dark brown hair was cropped very short and spikey. Her new short hair accentuated her oval face, and her complexion had a more peachy tone to it. She ran a hand over her head, and while she did that, a tentative smile crossed her lips. 
 
    
 
   Jerome met her narrow brown eyes with his own gaze.  
 
    
 
   “Cammarry?  You are here?”  Jerome’s flustered words just tumbled out.  
 
    
 
   “You are here as well,” Cammarry replied.  “Good thing my husband Alizon came with me.” She gestured toward the man who was leading the goats down a side doorway and out into a hallway.  “We did not expect you to bring some squadron of goats with you.”
 
    
 
   The mimicking of the bleating stopped for a moment, and Alizon called back, “My dear beautiful woman, I do not mean to be pedantic, but a group of goats is called a tribe.  I will instruct these fine animals to follow this automacube out here.  It is designed for animal husbandry and will lead them to the natural world.  Our farm can use them as an addition, unless someone else had other plans for them?”
 
    
 
   Jerome just stood and looked at Cammarry.  Her RAM suit fit her better, as she had gained back some of the weight she had lost. She was more muscular than Jerome had ever seen.  She held herself erect and confidently.  
 
    
 
   “You have the com-link on,” was all Jerome could mutter. 
 
    
 
   “Well, you and I once shook the world, and when that happened again, I figured I better find out what was happening.  This is my world too, and with my husband’s encouragement, I came here.”  She again rubbed her hand through her hair.  A gold ring sparkled on the fourth finger of her left hand.  
 
    
 
   Monika stepped out of the vehicle, a baby in each arm.  They had settled down, somewhat, but were wide-eyed.  “Hello Cammarry.  Did I hear you say your husband?  Congratulations!”  Monika’s smile was genuine, and she met Cammarry’s look.  
 
    
 
   For just a moment, there was an emotional something that passed across Cammarry’s countenance.  Then she grinned.  “I suppose I am the primitive, and savage one now.  Well, when I think of my story, there were times when I was pretty savage, ever since I came to this old colony ship.”
 
    
 
   Alizon called again, “I am sending this tribe of goats to our home, unless either of those others object.  Have you asked them, beautiful woman?”  
 
    
 
   “I will ask now, Alizon.”  Cammarry turned to Monika and Jerome.  “Jerome, close your mouth, and think of some writer you like, perhaps that Poe fellow, or Twain.  Monika, while Jerome composes himself, tell me what were your plans for that flock, oh, sorry, that tribe of goats?  Hate to use a tautology or something incorrect.  Are they for a milk supply for your offspring?  Or are the children too young for that?”
 
    
 
   “We had no plans, specifically.  Just to save them.  The goats sort of joined us on their own initiative.”  Monika knew Cammarry had asked an honest and innocent question, and could even see traces of compassion in Cammarry’s brown eyes.
 
    
 
   “They are ours, Alizon.  Send them to your farm,” Cammarry hollered back.
 
    
 
   “That is fine, beautiful woman, fine indeed.”  Some low words came from where Alizon was working with the brown and green automacube.  The goats were still fairly well organized and compliant.  “The automacube has our location, remember dearest, it is not my farm, it is our home.”
 
    
 
   Jerome took several deep breaths, and then he finally found his voice.  “Twenty years from now we will be more disappointed by the things we did not do than by the things we attempted to do. So, throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor.  Catch the trade winds in your sails. Go and explore and dream and discover.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry laughed a bit, and Monika just looked at him.  No one noticed the rats as they scurried out of the vehicle and disappeared away from the commotion.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, you seem flabbergasted, and that quote applies even less to our situation here, than the ones I remember you reciting. Oh well,” Cammarry said as she stopped laughing.  She again met Monika’s greenish-hazel colored eyes. “He does seem to look like he is surviving being a biological parent, and indeed, your children have grown.  I am happy they are safe and came to Alpha.”
 
    
 
   Monika smiled and kissed each baby’s head in turn.  “Yes, they are awesome.”  Then looking up at Cammarry, Monika said, “I seriously congratulate you on your wedding, and marriage.  It was nice of you to come and see us off before we take those shuttles out on this last flight.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you, but the flight is what I am here about.  Sandie has been telling me about your war with some vicious aliens, Jellies.  I know the Conestoga is in bad shape, and I am the best pilot aboard.  So, I will be helping to get this wreck to somewhere else.  Besides, one of you needs to stay with your children.  Dome 17 had regimented nurseries and care staff, beginning with the five-year-old age-mates.  Remember, other helpers were there too, the tens, and the fifteens.  A baby in Dome 17 was never in need.  Here your babies are dependent on you and Jerome.  So, one of you must stay with them.  I will pilot one shuttle, one of you pilots the other.”
 
    
 
   “Has Captain Eris approved that?” Jerome blurted out.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came from all three com-links.  “Yes, Captain Eris has been fully aware of all these developments, and she has authorized this quest, with the lattice of compeers and me assisting.  She left the second pilot decision to be made by Jerome and Monika.  However, I suggest that Monika remain behind for…”
 
    
 
   “For I am an inexperienced pilot,” Monika finished. 
 
    
 
   “No, that was not the primary factor,” Sandie stated.  “My suggestion is for the sake of the breastfeeding which is so important for your sons.  We can make artificial infant formula, which is equally nutritious to the breast milk which Monika is naturally producing.  However, the interaction between mother and child cannot be identically replicated.  We are unsure of how long this towing of the Conestoga might take, and we do not want to impede Monika’s interaction with her children for longer than is absolutely necessary.  However, I can have bottles of formula made and shipped here for Jerome to use with his children, if the decision Monika and Jerome make is for Monika to pilot the shuttle.  A father’s bonding and intimacy with his children is also essential.  We have all agreed to let this decision be in their hands.”
 
    
 
   Jerome walked over and put his one hand on Monika, and the other on one of his babies.  “In peace, sons bury their fathers. In war, fathers bury their sons.  I do not want to see my sons endangered anymore.  I will pilot the shuttle, for them.”
 
    
 
   Tears ran down Monika’s face, and she looked at Jerome and said, “You are the better pilot anyway.  So, do this for all of us.”  She looked at Cammarry.  “You two came through that Cosmic Crinkle thing before, and I am confident you can do it this time as well.”
 
    
 
   Alizon had walked back in and stood behind Cammarry.  His spiked blond hair matched the style of Cammarry’s.  He too had a golden ring on his finger. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached up and patted Alizon’s hand.  “We both have something to come back to and a good reason to make this work.  Better chances than when we launched on our quest for the Conestoga, right Jerome?”
 
    
 
   “We did find a home, so I guess in that way, that quest did succeed.”
 
    
 
   “Does that make us wizards?” Cammarry chided with a grin.  
 
    
 
   “When we get back, we will ask Khin all about it,” Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry pulled Alizon’s hand up to her lips and kissed it.  She then stepped away from him and toward Jerome.  “I started this story with you, Jerome, I will help you finish it.  I understand it will be separate vehicles this time.  Is that correct Sandie?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Both of the Model 7 shuttles are here in Swanson 1277, with the designations AS-701 and AS-702,” Sandie reported.  “They are prepped and ready to depart.  Vesna was the last person I could track who was still on the needle ship, outside of Captain Eris on the bridge.  Vesna has now returned to Alpha and brought back an unconscious Bigelow.  Bigelow is being treated at the hospital near Aston.”
 
    
 
   “Will they recover?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “There are mass causalities streaming into the hospital.  Vesna alone can be credited for saving twenty-four people, including Bigelow who she just brought in.  The staff relates that the prognosis for him is adequate, but the details are not pertinent to what is happening here.  The Colony Ship Conestoga needs to get moving,” Sandie replied.  The AI had concerns about sharing things which might illicit memories from Jerome or Cammarry.  Sandie had withheld the name of SB Cotard, who was in charge of the hospital.  Sandi had made conjectures which showed a high possibility that Jerome, Cammarry, or both would have negative reactions when hearing that name.  Sandie tried to be extraordinarily judicious in how information was parsed out.  “I believe this operation is now ready to commence.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome looked out at the transport hub.  It was clean and well lit.  The door through which the goats had departed was shut.  Another door was labeled, ‘To Hanger Bay Swanson 1277’ in glowing blue letters.  He turned to Monika, “So, I will pilot the shuttle in this mission, but you will make sure the boys are safe and secure?”
 
    
 
   “Always.”  Monika walked over, and lifted the children.  
 
    
 
   Jerome reached down and kissed the babies in turn.  He rubbed their heads, and nuzzled noses with them.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Monika asked.  “Do you have a location near here where I can assist and take care of my sons?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Monika.  There is an apartment near the hanger bay which I have secured for your usage.  Cradles are there for your children.  Additionally, it has monitoring equipment, as well as new links and controls coupled to Captain Eris on the bridge.  Captain Eris has requested your help with some of the instruments and controls.  A yellow transport automacube is awaiting outside to carry your backpacks and supplies.”  Again, Sandie left out some information, in this case, the fact that the apartment was being connected to the remaining weapons and their fire controls.
 
    
 
   Monika kissed Jerome, and said, “You come back to me.  We need you.”
 
    
 
   Jerome returned the kiss, but glanced at Cammarry. 
 
    
 
   Cammarry just stood there, holding Alizon’s hand.  She slightly nodded, and then looked away.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure what role I can play here,” Alizon stated, as he touched the com-link which was over his own ear.  “I am a farmer, but will render whatever aid I can to this mission.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry turned to him.  “You are my foundation and you have already saved my life.  Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “Alizon, you can be of service in the hanger bay’s observation deck,” Sandie replied.  “I have had an automacube set up a small cot and supplies there.”
 
    
 
   “Or, if her wants to, he can stay with me at the apartment.  That is, if there is room,” Monika said haltingly.  “I hate for anyone to be alone in times like this.”
 
    
 
   Alizon looked at Monika.  “Thank you for your consideration, however, I think I will go where Sandie directs.  I will assist the beautiful woman from that observation deck.  I was alone for much of the time prior to meeting her, and we can all serve in our separate places.  But your thoughtfulness is noted.”
 
    
 
   And so, Monika departed, and shortly thereafter so did Alizon.   
 
    
 
   Jerome felt very awkward, but then just blurted out, “I never thought of you as having short hair and working on a farm.  But it seems to suit you.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked down, but then brought her eyes up and looked at the man who had come with her from Dome 17.  “I never thought of you as a biological father to twins, but you obviously love them, and her.”  
 
    
 
   “Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, and I was sorry I could not travel both. As I was one traveler, long I stood…”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, shut up,” Cammarry said playfully.  “The quest took us to different places, but we were trained as adventurers.  So, let us do this thing.”  She then pushed the nine-sectioned color control pad next to the door marked, ‘To Hanger Bay Swanson 1277’.
 
    
 
   The door slid open, and Jerome and Cammarry, both dressed in their RAM suits, entered the hanger bay.  The bay consisted of four stalls, with the observation deck at the rear.  The clear permalloy window which comprised the front of the observation deck allowed them to see Alizon as he stood watching.  A set of chairs, a table, and a cot-type bed were arranged at the end of the observation deck.  
 
    
 
   “A lot different than the hanger bays we have visited in the past,” Jerome remarked.  
 
    
 
   “Indeed, this one is level,” Cammarry smirked, but in a more teasing way, and without malice.  
 
    
 
   They both looked out at the two shuttles which were in the two center stalls.  
 
    
 
   “No dead bodies in spacesuits, here, either,” Jerome added as they walked toward the shuttles.  “Those are a type we have not seen before, or at least I have not seen them.  Have you Cammarry?”
 
    
 
   “No.  They have similar lines, and look like technology from the same era, of course, but they are new to me as well.”  Cammarry’s mind was whirling with all the memories of the shuttles, flights, kidnappings, and dangers she had encountered since coming to the Conestoga.  
 
    
 
   “These are Model 7 shuttles,” Sandie stated.  “In conjunction with the lattice of compeers they were made ready for this mission.  Basically, you will fly out, make connections, and initiate the towing.  The flightpath will be set to the speed and vectors I have from the Zalian library.  Once the flightpath is established, the shuttles will no longer be needed, as friction and resistance will be negligible.  I have conjectured this flightpath will recreate the one the Zalian ship set us upon.  The Conestoga will be heading into the Cosmic Crinkle, but the shuttle mission will be nearly completed.  The final step is for you to disconnect the shuttles and return them to Swanson 1277.  Do you want the design parameters, or specifications of this type of shuttle?”
 
    
 
   “I can tell the thrusters are different,” Cammarry stated as she pointed at the very large flange which came projecting back from the rear of the shuttle.  Its diameter was about half of the whole wingspan.  That required the shuttle to stand on landing gear which extended further than the other shuttles had.  Also, there were heavy-looking, thick wheels at the end of the handing gear.  The shuttle had no rudder, but the wedge-shaped craft did have upturned ends on its wings which extended vertically about three meters.  Those winglets were a deep blue color, as was the leading edge of the wings.  The wings comprised most of the entire body of the shuttle, with its fuselage just rising up from the wings.  The fuselage was light green colored, and had a row of windows on each side, a single hatch door, and a large set of compartment doors which arched over the entire rear part of the shuttle.  A similar compartment, with identical doors, was mirrored on the underneath side of the shuttle.  Both those compartments extended toward the rear of the shuttle right to the engine and thruster assembly which flared out into the large flange.  On the side in black lettering was ‘AS-701’ on one shuttle, and ‘AS-702’ on the other one.
 
    
 
   “I will take AS-701 since I am the better pilot,” Cammarry teased.
 
    
 
   “Agreed.  The light green reminds me of Zalia, a bit.  Did you know Zalia is no more?”  
 
    
 
   Cammarry looked at him.  “What is done in the past is done.  I am not here to chat or babble with you.  We have a job to do.  Besides, I would think you would be happy to see the demise of the Crocks.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry.  You are absolutely right.  I do babble too much.  I will stick to the mission as a professional adventurer.  I will do that.”  Jerome started to walk over to the other shuttle.  Then he turned around.  “Cammarry, you are a good pilot.  You are a good teammate, and Alizon is very fortunate to have you in his life.”
 
    
 
   “We both have new lives.  Now, we must go out and secure a future for both our families,” Cammarry replied through somewhat tight lips. “This is survival, and this last flight will be our most important.”
 
    
 
   “I am glad we can do this together.” Jerome gave a small grin.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, together in one last quest, with the survival of everyone depending on us.  The circumference of our story has been nearly completed.  We have come around to what feels like another beginning.  Fly well Jerome.  Fly well.” Cammarry choked a bit on that last sentence.
 
    
 
   “Thanks.  Together we can succeed,” Jerome replied and turned toward the shuttle he would be piloting. “Together in electric dreams.” He muttered, recalling some ancient song he had heard somewhere.  He reached the landing gear which had the ladder built into it.  He climbed up and stepped on the marked places so he could open the hatch.  
 
    
 
   For just a moment, he hesitated, remembering all the things shuttles had meant and all he had seen.  He blinked away the memories of dead bodies in spacesuits, and of exploding communication panels, and of being taken to unknown places.  The hatch swung up and inside it was brightly lit, with clean air, neat seats, and an instrument cockpit which was fully functioning.  
 
    
 
   “Welcome Jerome,” a voice came from the instrument panel. 
 
    
 
   “Your voice is new to me.  Which system are you?” Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “Proper names and designations are essential to quality communications.  You may address me as Compeer,” the voice replied.
 
    
 
   Jerome felt his hands getting sweaty.  He licked his lips and pondered what to say.  Before he could, Sandie the AI’s words came from his com-link.  “Relax Jerome.  That is a consolidation voice from the lattice of compeers.  You may address it as Compeer, as the lattice will reply to that nomenclature. Those systems are working in concert for your benefit.  I am assisting, but also remaining separated.”
 
    
 
   “It is not that Shadow thing?” Jerome asked.  “There are been… too many problems, and well…”  He stammered as he tried to keep the trembling out of his voice, but it was difficult.  “Whatever you do, avoid telling Cammarry anything about that Shadow or the system behind it.  She was traumatized enough.  Please show her mercy.”
 
    
 
   “We are on a private channel now.  Cammarry just asked a very similar question.  She was told that voice is the lattice, and was assured that Shadow is no more.  Rest assured, Jerome,” Sandie stated.  “I will make sure Cammarry is protected as much as possible; physically, psychologically, emotionally, and spiritually.  Besides, I was not being deceitful when I told Cammarry that the Shadow is no more.  As far as I can tell, there have been no examples of the Shadow’s activity anywhere.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks.  So Cammarry will not hear my conversations with you?” Jerome asked.
 
    
 
   “Not directly, for now.  I will serve as the channel by which you two communicate.  I will keep all talk on private channels as much as possible.  Until the actual towing begins, I conjecture no risk in keeping you two separated.  However, knowing the volatile history between you two, I do conjecture a higher-than-acceptable risk if you have unfettered conversations.  Thus, you will remain separated for now.  That is for the safety of both of you, and to allow for a greater probability of success in this crucial mission.”
 
    
 
   “Why not just let the lattice run the towing missions?” Jerome asked.  “I know there are systems that can remotely operate shuttles.  Why not use them?”
 
    
 
   “That was considered,” Sandie replied.  “Human pilots offer a slightly higher conjectured success rate.  Adaptability and versatility was needed in this mission.”
 
    
 
   “What about the safety of the lattice?  I mean, well, those central memory cores, like for those artificial intelligences and synthetic brains?  Are they safe?” Jerome’s mind had thought of the place Khin called the Graveyard of Dead Minds, and all the busted-up memory cores which were there. “If something happens to the physical base of the lattice, and it is in control of this shuttle, are we at risk?  I know Captain Eris is trying her very best, but if the physical components of memory cores are damaged, then the intellect is severely threatened.  Right?  Sort of like what happened when your Atomic Level Processor was transferred.  We need to keep our heads together.”
 
    
 
   “That is a fair analogy.  The central memory cores for AI Batibat, AI Seljak, SB Sherman, and SB Joseph Crater are relatively safe as they are physically located in Alpha.  I am unsure of the physical location of some central memory cores.  Still others are located in various places in the needle ship, and they are indeed threatened.” Sandie hesitated for a moment, and it was noticeable to Jerome.
 
    
 
   “Sandie, there is something more?  Are you physically safe?  I am reminded of some ancient speaker who said something like the voice is the mirror of the mind, and ears, without seeing, confess the secrets in the heart, while the secrets of the conscience, are perceived in the stillness between the words.  What is happening? Please tell me.” Jerome pulled himself into the pilot’s seat.  
 
    
 
   “The automacube housing my ALP is comparatively safe in Alpha.  However, the needle ship is on fire in multiple locations.  The energy channels are burning, and the central memory cores which are located on the needle ship are indeed severely threatened,” Sandie admitted.  “I have attempted nearly every possible method to reactivate the firefighting equipment, but all efforts have failed.  The fire is spreading, along those energy pathways, within the previously sealed and insulated compartments.  Captain Eris understands the gravity of the situation, and she has a set forth a highly risky plan to extinguish the fires.”  
 
    
 
   Again, there was silence.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  Sandie?  Highly risky? What is that plan?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not at liberty to discuss it.  What I can say is that that plan will not be implemented until we have encountered the Cosmic Crinkle.  So, please prepare for launch.  The system you can call Compeer will address you and make the announcements, but I am still listening and observing.  Call to me, and I will answer.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome recognized that he was being dismissed, and to press on for more information would be pointless.  Yet, it troubled him greatly.  Compeer’s voice sounded familiar, not in its pitch, tone, or intensity, but rather in its attitude, or timbre, or something.  He strapped himself in, and glanced at the other pilot seat next to him.  Obviously, it was vacant, but he felt tugs at his emotions as he recalled seeing Cammarry in the seat next to him in the FTL scout as they had been in the sling bay at Dome 17.  There was a deep sense of loss, and somehow finality.  He glanced behind him, and those empty seats were also haunting in their own way.  He could not exactly explain why those empty seats were bothering him, but the four rows of seats, with the aisle down the middle, just seemed forlorn and unfulfilled.  Jerome’s pondering was interrupted as a voice came from the cockpit.
 
    
 
   “Attention shuttles AS-701 and AS 702.  Insure you are restrained,” the consolidated voice of the lattice of compeers stated.  Jerome tried to think of it as a single entity, called Compeer, as Sandie had instructed.  His mind worried at the fact that there were raging fires on the needle ship, which he had no control over.  Yet, the voice bothered him even more.  Something about Compeer’s communication was rubbing him the wrong way, and putting up red flags in his mind.  He smiled at himself for thinking in such old-fashioned idioms.  He took slow deep breaths as he assigned those worries to compartments in his mind like he had done with other uncontrollable events. He did some calisthenics with his hands and arms, and that relaxed him a bit. Then Compeer’s voice continued.  “Swanson 1277 is being depressurized.  Gravity manipulation is being diminished to affect a zero-gravity state.  Be prepared for lunch.”
 
    
 
   “I am ready,” Jerome responded.  
 
    
 
   “Launching in thirty seconds,” Compeer stated. “Manual control will be relinquished to each pilot upon successfully exiting from Swanson 1277.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked out the view ports and saw that the huge hanger bay doors were folding back on themselves as they moved to the side.  The parting of those doors revealed the blackness of space beyond.  The sensation of the loss of gravity manipulation was not as abrupt as Jerome expected.  
 
    
 
   It what looked like silent movement, to Jerome, the shuttle Cammarry was piloting, AS-701 rolled forward, moving out toward the still opening hanger bay doors. Jerome’s field of vision encompassed the entire front of the hanger bay.  The shuttle was rolling along on its wheeled landing gear.  In addition to visually seeing AS-701, it also was showing up as a green arrow on his cockpit’s display screen.  That shuttle lined up the with open doorway, then, with a small burst from the thrusters on the inferior, or bottom side, of the wings, the craft lifted up off the hanger bay’s deck.  A spurt from the superior thrusters stopped its ascent so it hovered for a bit while the landing gear folded up into the belly of the shuttle.  The huge flange at the stern of the shuttle glowed, and AS-701 flew out of the hanger bay. 
 
    
 
   “AS-702, you are now departing,” Compeer stated.  “You are locked out of the controls, for now.  Manual flight controls are locked to prevent tampering during launch.  You lack any identification recognition keys, and the automatic launch program is running.”
 
    
 
   “Identification recognition keys?”  Jerome muttered.  He could feel the mechanisms of the shuttle working, but his mind was spinning.  “Joseph Crater?”  He tapped the com-link. “Sandie?  This has a distinct feeling of being kidnapped like before.  Is this mission going as planned by you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome.  The mission is proceeding as planned.  Please do not be alarmed,” Sandie responded.  
 
    
 
   “It just reminds me too much of the runabouts, and SB Joseph Crater.  Is Cammarry safe?” Jerome implored. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, although her heart rate and breathing rate are slightly elevated. She too asked about SB Joseph Crater just moments ago,” Sandie answered.  
 
    
 
   “This is too eerily similar.  Much more than déjà vu.  Sandie, is SB Joseph Crater running this operation?”
 
    
 
   There was an awkward and disturbing pause and silence from Sandie.  Jerome’s shuttle fired the series of thruster burns and retracted the landing gear.  As the shuttle flew past the now completely open hanger bay doors, Sandie finally answered.  
 
    
 
   “SB Joseph Crater is part of the lattice, and its physical central memory core is located in Alpha, but it is not the only system assisting in this operation,” Sandie replied.  “I strongly counsel you, as I have advised Cammarry, to focus on the mission, and not on tangential things or anxiety producing considerations.  This shuttle is equipped with four versatile remote manipulation limbs in its two payload compartments.  Loaded in with those are four, hawsers, each with a five-hundred-meter length.  An adhesive attachment device is located at the end of that hawser.  The Colony Ship Conestoga does not have hawseholes, or a designated hawser anchoring spot, so the connections will have to be made using the adhesive device.  Compeer will determine the exact connection point for adhesion of the hawser.”   
 
    
 
   Jerome watched out the viewport as the shuttle flew out and away from the hanger bay.  Swanson 1277 had opened on the side of Alpha’s huge cylinder which partially faced the needle ship.  The shuttle flew out and turned to align itself to be parallel to the Conestoga.  Jerome looked down at the cockpit display, and it showed an animation of the Conestoga.  The great colony ship looked out of balance with only a single habitat connected to the long, and relatively speaking, skinny needle ship.  His mind filled in the blanks on where the other seven habitats should have been connected.  
 
    
 
   “So much loss,” Jerome commented.  “So, little left.”
 
    
 
   “Your comments reflect the already known difficulty in dealing with some biological units,” Compeer stated. “Please rephrase your comments to include proper contextual clues as to your meaning.  Otherwise, I will disregard awkward, incoherent, and nonsensical statements.”
 
    
 
   “It was not nonsensical.  I was thinking about the other seven habitats which are all dead now,” Jerome snapped back.  “Your attitude is annoying, and irritating.  Again, that reminds me of when I was in a runabout, and Cammarry was in a different one.  We must work together here, not quibble.”
 
    
 
   “You make a valid observation,” Compeer replied.  “The others in the lattice have offered me chastisement for my previous comments.” 
 
    
 
   Jerome blew out a breath with a small amount of satisfaction, but watched outside.  The bluish gray of the Conestoga contrasted to the blackness of space.  Although in various places along the vista of the needle ship, there were black scars, and ragged holes, from battle damage.  Additionally, there were spots where substances had emerged from pipework, only to freeze in the coldness of space.  Many of those spots were crystalline and sparkling.  Some areas were still venting gases and vaporizing liquids, which looked like fountains spraying forth from the breaks and damaged areas.
 
    
 
   “What a mess,” Jerome commented.      
 
    
 
   Compeer’s voice came from the cockpit.  “Please be more specific, if possible, in your comments.  Piloting is now relinquished to the human occupants of AS-701 and AS-702.  I am here to assist and assess.  Scans are being made of the surface of the Conestoga, looking for proper adhesion points to begin the towing mission.  Those parameters are being fed into the cockpit displays.”
 
    
 
   Jerome tapped the com-link over his ear.  “Sandie?  May I please speak directly with Cammarry?  It is not good for man to be alone.”
 
    
 
   “An odd reference, considering its origins.  I will run conjectures,” Sandie replied.  After only a slight pause, Sandie went on. “Yes, I will establish a link momentarily.  Be aware that Cammarry has also had negative responses to Compeer. I have tried to mitigate the tension, with only limited success.  Reassessment of my conjectures regarding your interactions have been done.  I now believe there is equal danger in having you converse as there is to having you be isolated.  The risk in both situations is far higher than is desirable, but I shall allow you to converse.  Link established.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Sandie finally let me talk to you,” Cammarry stated.  Her voice was not as emotional as Jerome had expected.  “The system called Compeer reminded me of Carter the Kidnapper, but enough of that.  We have a mission to complete.  This shuttle is equipped with a range of tools I have not seen on the Conestoga before.  Well, maybe Eris knew of this stuff.  I believe we can use the remote limbs and cables in the storage compartments to connect to the Conestoga and get this old heap moving in the right direction.”
 
    
 
   “I agree,” Jerome replied.  “Do you want to lead us to the bow where we can find those connection spots?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the story continues,” Cammarry said.  “Follow my lead.”  
 
    
 
   AS-701 flew off, and Jerome piloted his shuttle to follow.  It took only a few moments to reach the end of the needle ship.  The damage along the needle ship was more extensive than either had thought it would be.    
 
    
 
   “Orientation time,” Cammarry stated.  “I am marking on the displays what we will call up, down, right, and left.  On my mark.  Mark.”
 
    
 
   Jerome saw those indicator arrows appear on his display screen.
 
    
 
   “You take the left side of that damaged huge scoop, and I will take the right.  Set up about four hundred meters in front of the Conestoga,” Cammarry ordered.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Jerome asked.  “Will that be a safe place to make attachments? Is the distance correct?  Will the cables be damaged at all from the thrusters when we kick in the main ones?”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice responded, “Cammarry and I have already gone through all the safety steps.  She is correct in her instructions.  I will interject if I see either of you making an error.”
 
    
 
   “See, Jerome.  Trust me,” Cammarry chortled.  “We will get this done quickly, then get the shuttles back to that hanger bay.  I am eager to finish this business.”
 
    
 
   Jerome was unclear how Cammarry and Sandie had worked it all out, or why he had been left out of the planning, and why suddenly Sandie seemed to be more aligned with Cammarry.  He refrained from addressing those issues directly.  Instead he stated, “An old idiom said if you want to run fast, do it alone.  If you want to run a great distance, do it together.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, we are working together, but I can use a lifetime rest from your reflections and recitations.”  Cammarry’s voice was cold.  “You will see the subroutine for the four remote manipulation limbs.  You can direct the tow cable connections to the Conestoga from those.  Look for permalloy structures on the bow end to make the attachment.  Avoid any kind of utility or mechanical structure.  Sandie? While we look for the proper attachment points, tell me why these shuttles have this kind of equipment? Jerome, get busy scanning for possible connection points.  Check for density layers of the permalloy on the readouts.  That will show the structural integrity of the needle ship.  Wow, has the needle ship been flogged and beaten!” Cammarry added.  “I have found two suitable connection points.  Be sure to avoid weak connections and utilities.  But, Sandie, what is the story on these shuttles?”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied succinctly, “Compeer would be a better historian on that issue than I am.  Dome 17’s records from prior to the Great Event are limited, and I resist making assumptions.”
 
    
 
   Compeer interjected, “I will answer while hawser connection points are located.  They should not be called tow cables.  Each habitat of the Colony Ship Conestoga was originally equipped with four Model 7 shuttles in long-term storage.  They were built by Rebane Space Construction, off improved designs originally crafted by Kevin Mayberry the founder of Asteroid Prospectors.  Their main…”
 
    
 
   “But why?  Why have shuttles to mine asteroids, on the colony ship?” Jerome interrupted.  “By the way, Cammarry, I have located three suitable spots for adhesions.  Thank you for the suggestions.  I avoided the microparticle turrets, repulsors, locations of our Willie Cannons, and every kind of antenna.  I marked down the most dense permalloy locations.”
 
    
 
   Compeer continued, “As I was explaining, prior to being rudely interrupted, the Model 7 shuttle’s main purpose is to offer the colonists a vehicle for mining asteroids in the target solar system, where the destination world of Tlalocan is located.  The solar system of Tlalocan…”
 
    
 
   “They were never at Tlalocan.  The Conestoga made planet-fall on Zalia,” Jerome interrupted again.  “And I will interrupt whenever I want to know something.  Besides, if the colonists had an entire pristine planet, with all its resources, one that was an Earth equivalent, why would they need to mine minerals from the asteroids of that system?”
 
    
 
   Compeer’s voice was argumentative.  “Interruption is the mark of an inpatient and impetuous personality trait which is a flaw in biological units.  Tlalocan was not comprehensively surveyed, nor was its composition completely understood.  Having the ability to mine asteroids was to be a supplemental capability, and done in addition to the natural resources of Tlalocan.  Thirty-Two Model 7 shuttles were in the original designs for the colony ships.  The edict for inclusion of Model 7 shuttles was made by none other than Nigul Rebane himself, founder of Rebane Space Construction.  Who are you to question an engineer of his status?  Or doubt the plans for utilization of resources?  My understanding is that you originated in Dome 17, on the dying Earth.  The Dome Survival System, set up by Dillion Vermeer, was a dismal failure, being way behind schedule in construction upon the launch of the Conestoga. Your own reflections on Dome 17 as the last, and final failure of that concept, proves it was flawed from the outset.  Yet, the Colony Ship Conestoga, designed by Nigul Rebane and Rebane Space Construction continues.  Your perspective is a product of that Dome 17 system, and obviously, it is faulty.  Shall we compare the failures of…”
 
    
 
   Jerome interrupted.  “Failures!  Faulty?  People I loved died in Dome 17.  What do you call landing on the wrong planet?  Was that your big success? You are totally misrepresenting the extent of the Dome 17 struggle, and besides, six of the seven colony ships are…”
 
    
 
   “Shut up! Oh, please shut up!” Cammarry yelled.  “Ancient history will not complete this mission, and I am getting very tired of all this meaningless blather.  I have acquired my four adhesion points for connection.  I am setting off the drag lines…”
 
    
 
   “They are properly called hawsers. You are imprecise when you use the phrase ‘drag lines’ for what is actually a hawser. Please use proper appellation to prevent confusion.  That will foster a more clear and accurate interface between machines and biological units,” Compeer stated with smug overtones.
 
    
 
   “I am deploying the adhesion-tipped, drag lines so we can tow this old relic to the Cosmic Crinkle,” Cammarry replied tersely.  “You know what I mean, so you just shut up too!”  She activated several controls.
 
    
 
   The compartments on the top and bottom of Cammarry’s shuttle, AS-701, opened. The remote manipulation limbs unfolded, and telescoped out.  They made a large cross, established at ninety degrees from each other, at an angle to the plane of the shuttle.  The thin, but extremely strong, permalloy hawsers shot forth from the pullies set at the ends of the limbs.  The tips smacked into place on the hull sections of the Conestoga.  The adhesive bonded, and the tow lines, or drag cables, or hawsers, were locked into place.  
 
    
 
   “Mine are secure, no matter what the proper designation is, right Compeer?” Cammarry jeered.  “Now, Sandie confirm correct adhesion and positioning of these chains,” Cammarry commanded.
 
    
 
   “They are not called chains…” Compeer’s voice began but was cut off.  
 
    
 
   “The hawsers are in correct position.  Well done Cammarry,” Sandie replied.  “Your shuttle is now in position to begin.”  
 
    
 
   “Come on Jerome, make the attachments, with those ropes, and we will get this derelict moving.” Cammarry sounded more than a bit irritated.  “Just do not get into a fussy fit with that Compeer, who I suspect is an old associate of ours.  Someone I never wanted to hear from again.”
 
    
 
   “I am stepping in for Compeer, and doing liaising now,” Sandie stated.  “Jerome how are you doing?”   
 
    
 
   Jerome fiddled with the instruments and scanners.  “I have located the last of the four needed locations.  I apologize for my contribution to that distracting discussion.  It is just that Dillion Vermeer, Kevin Mayberry, and Nigul Rebane were high quality engineers, all experts in their own unique fields.  I think…”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, shut up!  Just attach those hawsers and we can finish this,” Cammarry snapped.  “We still need to get the Conestoga set on course, detach these lines, and then return the shuttles to the hanger bay.  The sooner we finish this the better.  Do your job, with less chatter.  That was always one of your biggest problems.”  There were some additional mutterings which sounded unusual, but Jerome could not make out what was being said, or who else might have been was speaking to Cammarry.  
 
    
 
   Looking closely at the instruments, Jerome deployed the remote limbs from his shuttle.  They extended outward in similar fashion to what Cammarry had done.  The thin hawser lines were ejected and made connection to the Conestoga.  The adhesive system worked perfectly for all eight lines, from the two shuttles. The hawsers locked into place, stiffened as expected, and were secure.
 
    
 
   “That step is done,” Jerome stated.  
 
    
 
   Monika’s face appeared on a small display screen next to the main controls in the cockpit.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, Sandie asked me to check in with you.  The twins are doing well, and so am I,” Monika stated.  Her pretty face was highlighted by her wide smile.  “I am watching the progress here, and things are going as planned.  Your piloting skills are serving us all well, yet again.  Just know I am proud of you.”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s breathing slowed, and his eyes dilated. Seeing and hearing Monika relaxed him.  Then his mind deciphered the muttered words he had just heard coming from Cammarry’s connection.  She was hearing from Alizon.  He understood that Sandie was linking in some emotional support for both of them, but it came from separate people.  He grinned a bit.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Monika.  We should be back relatively soon.  Sandie has all the acceleration rates and thruster burns calculated, I am sure.  It seems that Sandie is thinking of everything.  I wonder why this mission even needed pilots.”
 
    
 
   “Humans will always be needed, Jerome.  I need you.  The boys need you.  Sandie needs you.  Everyone on the Conestoga needs you, but we are also here for you.  Just know I am proud and glad you are in my life,” Monika replied.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome,” Sandie’s voice came through the com-link.  “Just as Master Engineer Brink found it essential for me to be with you in the quest for the Conestoga, so too, I find it essential that the pilots in the shuttles be human.  I ran conjectures on doing this mission by remotely, unmanned shuttles, and the projected success rate was smaller than getting the assistance from trained pilots like you and Cammarry.  Thus, working together, machine and human, we are doing the best we can to save both machine and human.  We are ready to begin the main thruster firing.  Trajectories are set into the shuttle’s guidance systems.  Are you ready?”
 
    
 
   Jerome imagined that Sandie was saying the same thing to Cammarry, or at least something very similar.  He then responded, “Yes, Brink, would be proud of us, I hope.”
 
    
 
   “Baby Brink is and always will be proud of his father,” Monika said.  “I wish our Brink could have met your Brink.  Just like I wish and baby Kalur you could have met my father Kalur.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, are you ready to initiate thrust?  Cammarry is awaiting my signal,” Sandie stated. “There is some urgency in getting the Conestoga on course for interception with the Cosmic Crinkle.”
 
    
 
   “I am ready,” Jerome replied. “Are the fires worse?”
 
    
 
   “The fires on the needle ship will be attended to after interception with the Cosmic Crinkle,” Sandie replied.  “A countdown will be exhibited on your cockpit display.  Please initiate thrusters on the given signal.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked down and saw the numbers counting down from fifteen to zero.  When the display reached that zero number, he twisted the main thruster control and it fired.  
 
    
 
   Large streaks emerged from the flange at the rear of AS-702.  The thrusters burned precisely, but in a slightly different direction and with different force than the thrusters firing from Cammarry’s shuttle, AS-701.  In fact, the entire thruster firing was done on Sandie’s direct implementation, and the show made for Jerome and Cammarry was not really connected to the mission as much as the humans thought it was.  
 
    
 
   The needle ship turned, and its movement and flightpath followed the trajectory which would bring them on course for the Cosmic Crinkle, and hopefully for that beautiful earth-like planet waiting somewhere in space. 
 
    
 
   “All systems looking good,” Sandie announced.  “Tracking shows the Conestoga is moving onto the correct path.  Thruster burn will last for another eighteen minutes, and at that point the acceleration will be at the desired rate.  Velocity will then be increasing at a steady pace.”
 
    
 
   Jerome settled in to watch and wait.  He knew the thruster firing would last for a long while, and he was pleased it was happening so well.  He chatted with Monika about their sons, and what she was doing in the new place in Alpha.  At regular intervals Sandie checked in and confirmed the mission was proceeding as planned.  The cockpit display showed an animated rendition of the missions, with both shuttles as small arrows, and a scaled down version of the Conestoga illuminated in blue.  Jerome looked up and out through the viewport.  The vista straight ahead only showed the field of twinkling stars, as the Cosmic Crinkle was not visible to the human eye, and the Conestoga was behind him.  He adjusted the view. The Cosmic Crinkle was then marked on the display screen by an overlay of a glowing yellow circle.    
 
    
 
   While Monika was holding Kalur on her lap, and pointing to the display, she said, “See your father?  He is on an important mission, but your brother is sleeping through it all.”  She went on and cuddled the baby, while sharing some interesting observations with Jerome.  
 
    
 
   Then several beeps were heard and the cockpit display shifted.  It split into three sections. Monika was still displayed in one section, but Captain Eris appeared in the new one.  The third continued to show the animated readouts regarding the mission.  
 
    
 
   “Congratulation Jerome,” Captain Eris stated.  “This operation is working.  I am glad you could do this for us all.”
 
    
 
   “How are the fires on the needle ship?” Jerome blurted out.  
 
    
 
   Eris’ golden eyes narrowed a bit, she blew out a long breath, and then just looked down and nodded.  “They are very serious.  I will not hide that from you.  The remains of the energy concentrator scoop you can see from your location, but the ejectors of the main drive were destroyed in the attack.  That is where Siva, Peter, and many others died.  That set off a cascade of problems along all the energy pathways, but there also seems to have been a fire already going deep in the system.  Fire is raging in some spots, but the needle ship has been evacuated as best we can.”  Eris paused and lowered her head.  Jerome thought she was in prayer.  When she looked up her face was drawn.  “I think we can get all the fires extinguished, but not until we get through that Cosmic Crinkle.  I plan to decompress nearly all of the needle ship and let the cold and vacuum of space douse the fires.  However, there is a risk, and what systems will fail when we do that could be catastrophic.  To do nothing would be worse.  The fires will eventually destroy the needle ship, but I think we have time to make the crossing. I want Alpha to have somewhere, some place to go.  Just being adrift in space is a lingering death, and I chose to try for life.  If what the Zalians said to us was correct, and I believe they were sincere, on the other side of that Cosmic Crinkle there is a planet which fits the criteria we need, even better than Tlalocan would have.  Alpha must be within landing distance to make planet-fall there.  To be honest with you, the needle ship is a lost cause, but I am trying to hold it together until we get within range.  When we get within range, I will not hesitate to blow the pressures out of the needle ship.  That will put out the fires, and then we can then safely jettison Alpha.  The needle ship will then stay in orbit to serve as a communication and resource platform, what is left of it anyway.  That is my plan.”
 
    
 
   “Are you sure hitting the fires can wait?  Sandie informs me that the towing will continue for the next several hours to attain the proper flight,” Jerome stated as he looked at the readout of the mission’s progress. “That is a long time for a fire to burn.”
 
    
 
   Eris eyed him through the display, and then said, “I can tell you and Cammarry are both from Dome 17.  You each asked that same question, with nearly identical phrasing.  I will repeat what I told her.  The fires are consuming the energy systems in the needle ship.  That will eventually cut power to the entire needle ship, but not to Alpha.  Alpha’s power is from the solar mimicry reactors.  The needle ship’s drive system, where its power originated, was destroyed by the Jellie attack on the stern.  We can only hope to delay the inevitable.  Yes, the fires will consume more of the energy systems the longer we wait.  But when decompression happens, there will need to be a place for Alpha to go, and right now, I feel it is best to traverse that Cosmic Crinkle with as much ship, even if it is on fire, as possible.  Decompression is irreversible, and while I hope it extinguishes the fires, and does only an acceptable amount of additional damage, that is not guaranteed.  The risk is huge, and as Captain, I have chosen to take that risk on the other side of the Cosmic Crinkle.”
 
    
 
   “When we disconnect from the towing, we will get these shuttles back into the hanger bays,” Jerome replied.  “It sounds like they will be needed.  I wonder…”
 
    
 
   Alarms sounded behind Eris on the bridge.  She looked around, and Jerome could see the fear and determination which spread across her countenance.  “We have a problem. A Jellie ship has just appeared by Zalia.  It is bigger than that research vessel which nearly killed up.  Standby for new orders.”
 
    
 
   Eris’ image winked off. 
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Jerome?  What has happened?” Monika asked.  She had not been connected into Eris’ transmission. Alarms were also going off at her work station, and baby Kalur looked terrified and began to cry.  From the background, Jenna emerged and took the baby from Monika’s arms.  Monika kissed him as she handed him over. She then looked down at the instruments in front of her, which were not visible to Jerome as he was in the shuttle.  “Jerome, I am picking up something appearing in orbit around Zalia.  It is at a difficult to perceive angle for our equipment, but it looks like a Jellie ship.  Larger than the one we destroyed.”
 
    
 
   Sandie interjected.  “Eris and Monika are correct.  It is a Jellie ship, and it is larger than the Jellie deep-space research vessel which attacked us before.  I conjecture a high probability that this is a warship.”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Monika’s face on the display.  Her eyes met his.  She said, “I just looked at the Vindicator Missiles, and none of them are operational.  None!”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came on.  “I am responsible for that.  I advised Captain Eris to shift the Vindicator Missile fuel into Alpha’s retrorockets so it would be ready for an emergency landing after passage through the Cosmic Crinkle.  I conjectured a greater risk from the Cosmic Crinkle combined with the decompressing of the needle ship, than the risk of a Jellie ship arriving.  It looks like I was wrong on my conjecture.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry and I are sitting out here in these shuttles,” Jerome stated, speaking very slowly as he comprehended what was happening.  “I have no way to launch countermeasures or weapons.  Monika that all falls on you.”
 
    
 
   “The Jellie ship is not in range of the limited weapons we do have,” Monika stated.  “And none of the Vindicator Missiles which would have been in range are operational.”
 
    
 
   Captain Eris cut off all the other displays, and only her image showed up.  “Jerome and Cammarry, we do not have time for me to talk to you separately, so this is a joint order.  The lattice of compeers, Sandie, and I feel our only reasonable course of action is for both of you to accelerate at maximum thruster power.  That will accelerate the entire Conestoga’s approach to the Cosmic Crinkle.  You are not to disengage, nor are you to decrease thrust.  We must escape from here as fast as we can.”
 
    
 
   Jerome knew what that meant, and he only said, “I understand.”  He looked at the cockpit and saw that he was locked out of the manual controls.  Something else was piloting the shuttle.  He suspected it was Compeer, but he just blew out the breath he had been holding.  In his heart, he did not really care who was in control, the only thing that matter now was that he was trapped on the shuttle. “If you are SB Joseph Crater, I hope you are up to this.” 
 
    
 
   Captain Eris kept speaking, as apparently Cammarry was arguing with her, but he could not hear Cammarry’s words.  
 
    
 
   “…correct.  Both shuttles will be encountering the Cosmic Crinkle at the same time, and yes, Cammarry, you will be alone in the shuttle.  There is no way to have you disconnect from the Conestoga,” Eris stated.  “The lattice has taken over the piloting, and I am sorry you must endure this alone.  I can have Sandie make connections to whoever you want while you endure this.  I apologize, but there is no other way.”
 
    
 
   A deep vibration could be felt under Jerome’s seat as the large thruster at the rear of the Model 7 was pushed to its maximum performance.  There was little sound to it, but Jerome imagined the tail of the thruster was extending out as the shuttle strained under the extreme efforts it was called upon to do.  Jerome felt odd, almost as if all he was now was cargo on a transport.  In a way, he was reminded of the various craft and vehicles he had experienced on the Conestoga.  From boats on water, to transport tube vehicles, to different kinds of shuttles, to animals pulling wagons.  In all of that, he had felt some measures of control, but not now.  He was a passenger, and that was all.  His emotions bounced around like a poorly slammed ricochet ball.  The display in the cockpit flashed several words and phrases, but the one that stood out was, “Manual Piloting Disengaged.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome tapped his com-link.  “Sandie?  May I speak to Cammarry?  Then link me to Monika.”
 
    
 
   “Link to Cammarry established,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s face appeared on the display.  “I have no controls here, but the view is not obstructed.  It is so unfair.  We are certainly in a fix now!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, this is a difficult position,” Jerome responded.
 
    
 
   “I did not mean about you and me, Jerome.  Not at all. Alizon will have to go through this without me, and I promised I would be there for him.  I know what that Cosmic Crinkle is like, and it is very strange.  My husband needs me, and I am entombed in this shuttle!  Kidnapped again.”
 
    
 
   “Cammarry, I know you need to link to your husband, and I just wanted to apologize for failing you.  I am sorry,” Jerome stated.  “We started this out as a team, age-mates, but more than that.  I let you down, and was not what you needed. I want you to know I am sorry.  Please forgive me.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s face softened.  “We were a good team, for a while, but I too messed things up.  It was not all your fault, not by a long shot.  So, go and talk to Monika, and I will talk to Alizon.  We are both kidnapped in these shuttles.  Seems so very familiar.  I really thought that since I made it through that Cosmic Crinkle thing before, in the FTL scout, maybe I could make it again.  I was willing to take that risk, but, not alone!  Sandie told me I would be with Alizon when we entered that Cosmic Crinkle.  So, live or die, I was fine with that.  I agreed, stupid me!  I had just hoped that if I was to die, I could be in Alizon’s arms.  That is the only place I have felt safe for a long time.  Now, even that simple curtesy is denied me.  All orchestrated by a rotten, uncaring, glorified abacus, who has delusions of grandeur.”  Cammarry cut the link.
 
    
 
   Jerome considered what to do, but Monika’s face then appeared on the display.  “Jerome, I know what is happening.  I have long range scanning capabilities here, for the weapons.  That new Jellie ship is still orbiting Zalia.  Again, we seem to be in a race to get somewhere first.  You and I have been racing since we met.”
 
    
 
   “I am glad the boys will be with you when we go into the Cosmic Crinkle,” Jerome stated.  “Children need their mother.”
 
    
 
   “Jenna, Nabila, and Dewi are here as well.  I wish you were,” Monika stated, and tears ran down her face. 
 
    
 
   “I would be, if I had any choice in this matter.  I can feel the acceleration of the shuttle, but I imagine all the inertia suppression is working well where you are.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we cannot feel anything different,” Monika replied.  She wiped tears from her eyes.  “I should not be crying, but I am afraid.  Jerome, I am so glad we met, and I would never trade our children for anything.  You need to know you have been, and you will continue to be, a great father.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks.  Especially, since I had no real training for that at all,” Jerome quipped.  
 
    
 
   Monika smiled.  “A super advanced Dome 17 male, mating with a primitive, backward, biological female.  Sure, what would Captain Eris say? We were a match made in heaven.  Is that the correct old phrase?”
 
    
 
   Jerome laughed a bit.  “It fits for us.  We met in the heavens.”
 
    
 
   Sandie interrupted.  “Please excuse me, but I have detected that the Jellie ship has just detonated a neutrino disruption charge.  We are hardened against the wave which will strike us momentarily.  We should suffer only limited damages, but I am nearly certain we will be detected.  The Conestoga is hardly running in a stealthy manner now.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome,” Monika added.  “All the Vindicator Missiles are inoperative, but I do have a couple of those probes, a few of the cannons from your friend Willie, and now the FTL Punchers.  Well, two of those anyway.  They are completed now and calibrated.  But only two.  One on each end of Alpha.  The stern one could be deployed against the Jellie ship. What do I do?  I am merely a roustabout who helps build carousels.  I am not a military strategist or tactician.”
 
    
 
   “Monika, you are not a, well, not a ‘merely’ anything.  You are an awesome person of remarkable character and love.  I trust your decisions.  You are defending our children, and I know you will succeed, ninety-seven and two-thirds, guaranteed.”  Jerome reached out and touched the display.  
 
    
 
   “That is an odd quote, but thank you,” Monika replied.
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice came back on.  “The disruption wave has passed us.  As I suspected, the completed FTL Punchers are revealing out position.  Additionally, the blazing shuttles’ thrusters, the needle ship’s many leaks, power sputtering from the destroyed main drive ejectors, and our other energy signals have been observed by the Jellie ship.  It has left orbit and is on track following us.”
 
    
 
   “Will we reach the Cosmic Crinkle before they get here?  All they need to do is engage their FTL system to overtake us, right?” Jerome asked, but it was more of a statement than a question.
 
    
 
   “I do not know their capabilities, and can still not understand how they have overcome the FTL mass limits our method encountered.  Scanners show the Jellie ship is approaching using some type of less-than-light speed propulsion.  Figuring the vectors, velocities, and accelerations, right now it looks like we will encounter the Cosmic Crinkle at the same time as the Jellie gets within firing range.  That is assuming this new Jellie ship has the same pink destruction beam-type weapon as the previous ship had.  That conjecture is not based on solid information.  If this is a Jellie warship, it could have longer range weapons of much greater power.”
 
    
 
   “Right.  They might have other weapons we have not even seen,” Jerome added.  “Sandie? What did that library say about their weapons?”
 
    
 
   “Not much,” Sandie replied.  “I am now pressing the shuttle’s thrusters beyond recommended safety limits to increase acceleration.  I think that is our best course of action at the present.”
 
    
 
   There was a deep rumble from somewhere in Jerome’s shuttle and a heavy thudding.  The vibration in the seat increased to an annoying level.  
 
    
 
   “Will the shuttle stay together?” Jerome asked.  He felt helpless as he was a passive observer of what was occurring all around him.  
 
    
 
   “I am not waiting to find out,” Monika said.  “Starting the FTL Puncher.”  She spun the targeting dial and aligned the Jellie ship in the sights.  “I will fire as soon as it is ready.”  
 
    
 
   On the hull at the stern of Alpha, a hanger bay door cracked open a small amount.  The inside atmosphere vented violently out into the void of space.  The FTL Puncher sat on a round base, locked into place by the docking clamps of the hanger bay stall.  The olive colored FTL Puncher, about two meters high, consisted of twin barrels seated on the spherical acceleration mechanism.  Inside the sphere the rotation began.  That would prepare the system for firing the five-hundred grain projectile at faster-than-light speeds.
 
    
 
   “Monika,” Sandie interjected.  “The FTL Puncher has a very long range, however, from the distance here to the Jellie ship, even the tiniest deviation from being on target will cause the projectile to miss.  Without shielding, the physical properties of the projectile will disintegrate and convert into energy at about four light-years away.  Those massless photons will be harmless at that point.  Your odds of striking the Jellie ship are negligible.”
 
    
 
   “But they will know we can fight back.  That might make them stay away!
 Monika stated firmly.  She was watching the gauge in front of her.  There was a red bar graph which was moving toward the line where ‘Ready’ was labeled.  The FTL Puncher’s system was nearly energized enough to fire.  “Yes, when they see we are not some timid sheep to be slaughtered, they will back off.”  
 
    
 
   “That is a wild assumption, based on scanty information,” Sandie replied.  “There could well be an aggressive response instead.  They were called the Apex Predator by the Zalians.”  
 
    
 
   “Few predators bite an armadillo, chase a skunk, or swat at a porcupine.” The bar graph in front of Monika turned green, and ‘Ready’ flashed brightly. “Firing!”  Monika yelled.  
 
    
 
   The FTL Puncher’s left-side barrel glowed red, while the right-side barrel glowed blue.  The hanger bay was illuminated vividly bright for a moment as the FTL Puncher shot out its projectile.  As the glow faded, the two barrels on the weapon were both glowing a deep orange color.
 
    
 
   A line of white, skinnier than a human hair, appeared for a few moments in space, along the pathway which the FTL Puncher’s projectile had traveled.  It was far different in appearance than the shots from the cannons had been.       
 
    
 
   “Hurrah!  That will show them we have teeth!  Threaten my babies and my man and you face me!”  Monika added some very colorful phrases and expressions which she must have heard from Bigelow.  “One thing I know, the Jellies do want to die.  That is a universal truth for all living things.  They are coming to kill my babies.  They will learn now they are risking their own lives.  They can decide to run away, or face me.”
 
    
 
   “The projectile missed the Jellie ship by 0.087 degrees,” Sandie stated.  “The Jellie ship is taking evasive action.  It has veered off a direct trajectory.”
 
    
 
   “Hurry up!” Monika yelled at the display in front of her.  “Hurry and recharge or whatever you are doing.  Then, I am firing it again!  Let them come and try to hurt my sons!” Monika yelled out.  The bar graph in front of her was red again, and was just starting to slowly climb up toward the ‘Ready’ mark.
 
    
 
   “Good job Monika!” Jerome cheered.  
 
    
 
   “The Jellie ship is still approaching, but at a greatly reduced speed,” Sandie announced.  “I conjecture we will reach the Cosmic Crinkle fourteen minutes prior to when the Jellie ship is within the known range of their pink destruction beam.”
 
    
 
   “Firing again!” Monika stated just a moment after the light on her screen flashed ‘Ready’.  “I will keep shooting at them until we get there, or I kill them.  How long until we reach the Cosmic Crinkle?”
 
    
 
   Jerome looked down at the readouts on the cockpit’s display, but before he could answer, Sandie replied to Monika.
 
    
 
   “Seven minutes until the Cosmic Crinkle is encountered. I will continue to throttle up the shuttles until the moment the Cosmic Crinkle is met,” Sandie replied.  “On the previous encounter, there was a, for lack for a better phrase, ghost version, of the Conestoga located at the Cosmic Crinkle edge.  From this view, on the, shall I say, Zalian side of the Cosmic Crinkle, we do not have a definitive marker, like we did with the ghost version of the Conestoga,” Sandie’s voice was tentative and hesitant.  “What I am getting at is that there is not a specific, set, or established boundary for the Cosmic Crinkle.  At least not one I can detect.  Therefore, I advise that we be ready now to encounter extreme, extraordinary, and unexpected phenomena at any moment.  Captain Eris is about to speak to the entire ship, and is using the public-address system in Alpha.  I am linking her announcement to you.”
 
    
 
   Captain Eris’ voice was heard, but no visual signals.  
 
    
 
   “My friends on the Colony Ship Conestoga.  I am Lorelei Eris Concordia, and I am your captain.  Some of you know me as Captain Eris, but many of you do not know me at all.  I understand you have all been through some terrible times, and for everyone who was moved from their homes in the needle ship, like the Chicken People, the Fruit People, and the Goat People, your lives have been turned upside down in more ways than I can express.  My friends, you are alive.  For those of you in Alpha, you have gone through tremendous suffering and challenges, but you are alive.  The launch and accent of Alpha was traumatic and frightful, but you are alive.  For those of you from Beta, you lost your home biome, but you are alive.  We all have lost loved ones, and we all have endured hardship.  But we are alive.”  Eris’ voice cracked and she snuffled a bit before continuing. “Time does not allow me to explain it all, in detail.  I will do so in the future.  Right now, we are facing the greatest challenge and threat.  We are on the last flight of the Conestoga, and we have an external enemy, an enemy which is not human, which seeks to kill us all.  I will not let that happen.  However, I warn you that very strange and bizarre things are about to occur in all of your lives.  They are not caused by people, but by circumstances, and by the alien enemy.  So, as we move forward, in the next few moments, we will all, each and every single one of us, experience things which are beyond our understanding.  I pray for each of you, and with God’s help, we shall overcome what we are about to endure. So right now, as your Captain, I am ordering you all to gather into the safest places you can find.  Make sure the vulnerable around you are protected.  Take care of the babies, the weak, the elderly, and the terrified.  Those who are strong, must help those who are struggling.  The automacubes, and systems on the ship are there to support and help you.  We are in this together, all on the same boat.  We are the Conestoga.  Now is the time to bind together as neighbors and support each other.  I cannot tell you how long the strange events which are about to begin will last, but I assure you, I will do everything in my power to get us safely through, and I will inform you as soon as I know anything more.  God bless you all, and may God grace us with a safe voyage.”
 
    
 
   Captain Eris’ voice shut off.  
 
    
 
   “Two minutes until encounter,” Sandie stated.  “The Jellie ship is increasing speed, despite Monika’s continued barrage of fire.  She has not hit the target, but has come remarkably close.  I am tracking incoming objects from the Jellie ship.  I conjecture a high probability that they are weapon systems of some kind.”
 
    
 
   From the Jellie ship, several globes had emerged.  They were streaking at a high rate of speed, slower than light speed, but still fast.  The globes glowed in an eerie bluish purple, and as they accelerated, they developed thin tails, so they appeared like comets.     
 
    
 
   Monika’s voice cut in. “Those Jellie weapon things are now within range, launching everything we have at them.  Probes away!  Cannons opening fire.  Repulsors ready.  Microparticle turrets ready. FTL Puncher is not responding.”  Monika pounded on the controls in front of her.  “I really wanted to smack them hard.”
 
    
 
   The sole FTL Puncher’s twin barrels jammed, and fused into one lump of melted permalloy.  The sphere beneath them quit turning, as it too became molten slag from the extreme heat.  The weapon had fired seventeen times, but each FTL projectile had missed the Jellie ship.  The other FTL Puncher had not been used as its field of fire could not engage the enemy.  
 
    
 
   The Apex Predators continued to launch globes from their spacecraft.  Those Jellie weapons raced toward the Conestoga.   
 
    
 
   The Conestoga’s cannons fired, and white lines streaked toward the nine, purplish, comet-like things.  Each time one of them was struck, the high-speed projectile pierced it, ripping some purple material out.  Some of that material turned bluer as it moved further away, but most of the remains regelled, reformed and continued to fly toward the Conestoga.  The renewed comets were smaller, and with less speed, but they kept coming.    
 
    
 
   A probe struck the lead comet-like weapon, and was absorbed into the Jellie weapon without any other visible changes.
 
    
 
   “Microparticle turrets are firing!” Monika yelled out as the comet-like weapons were just about to reach the Conestoga. “Repulsors active!”
 
    
 
   “Contact with the Cosmic Crinkle,” Sandie announced.  
 
    
 
   “Monika!  I love you!  Tell the boys I really loved them as….” Jerome’s words were cut off, as shuttle AS-702 was the first to encounter the Cosmic Crinkle.  As it did, there was an apparent abrupt halt of its forward movement.  An image of the shuttle, frozen in space, was locked onto that edge of the Cosmic Crinkle.  
 
    
 
   Across the stern of the needle ship, Jellie weapons made impact.  They spread out in a messy splatter of glowing purplish blue haze.  That lasted for just a moment, and then everything the haze touched shattered into its molecular components.  
 
    
 
   AS-701, with Cammarry inside, encountered the Cosmic Crinkle.  Her words to Alizon were cut short.  His words poured forth for the beautiful woman he loved, and his words for her would last for a few moments longer.  As it would take a bit of time for his position to reach the Cosmic Crinkle.  Both of their minds raced as they entered the Cosmic Crinkle, separately, and alone. 
 
    
 
   The last of the comet-like weapons landed on the needle ship.  Only twenty-three percent of what was fired at the Conestoga made it through the defenses Monika had so valiantly rallied, and every part of it struck onto the needle ship.  Alpha was spared the bombardment.  Huge sections of the needle ship were atomized, yet it remained mostly structurally intact, somehow.   
 
    
 
   The hawsers which led from the two shuttles to the bow of the needle ship, spilled into the Cosmic Crinkle.  As they did, they seemed to roll up and take form.  Next to them was the afterimages, or phantoms of the shuttles they had connected onto.  
 
    
 
   The bow of the needle ship, with its huge, and now worthless scoop, encountered the Cosmic Crinkle.  As it passed into what the Zalian navigators and astronomers called the thin place in space, it duplicated itself, in a manner of speaking.  A ghostly needle ship grew and expanded, as the physical needle ship slipped deeper, or more immersed into, or covered by, the Cosmic Crinkle.  The places on the needle ship where the Jellie weapons had destroyed sections, were accurately reproduced on the ghost.  The only difference being a shimmering stillness and apparent lack of movement at all.  
 
    
 
   Alpha, attached to the need ship at the constituent joints, but seated closer to the stern than the bow, then encountered the Cosmic Crinkle.  It too was duplicated, in ghostly form, on the phantom image which was being assembled in space.  
 
    
 
   It was only a brief span of time, from when the shuttle with Jerome inside of it had first encountered the precipice edge of the Cosmic Crinkle, to when the full replica of the Colony Ship Conestoga appeared.  There it hung in space, motionless, shimmering, and identical in a multitude of ways.  Like a snake shedding its skin, the Conestoga left behind that remnant.  However, it was not the real Colony Ship Conestoga.  The ghost was there, just like some seventeen hundred light-years away, another ghostly Colony Ship Conestoga sat in the heavens, with a ghostly robotic probe, and a ghostly FTL Scout ship attached to it. 
 
    
 
   The Jellie spacecraft abruptly altered its flightpath and launched another barrage of purplish globes at the Conestoga.  None of them had any effect on the ghost, and just disappeared as they touched the after-image of the Conestoga.  Three pink destruction beams shot out from the Jellie warship.  Those beams seemed to be truncated just at the point of impact with the ghostly version of the Conestoga. 
 
    
 
   Keeping its distance, the Jellie spaceship kept firing its various weapons.  None showed any sign of actually altering the appearance of the ghostly Conestoga.  The Jellies would continue to try to destroy their enemy, like the predators they were, for a long, long, time.  However, never did they actually touch or make physical contact with that spectral Conestoga.  Jellie pod members would speak of the strangeness of the prey which escaped.  Folklore was told in pools, pounds, and oceans across the worlds of the Jellies.  Jellies who were not present in the warship which fired on the Conestoga often dismissed the tales.  Those myths and legends would only last until that escaping prey species became the predators and hunters.
 
    
 
   “What is happening inside the Conestoga?”  That very question was percolating in Jerome’s mind, and maybe spoke from his mouth, as he looked around himself in the AS-702 shuttle.  It was larger and much more spacious than the FTL Scout in which he had been ensconced during his first passage through the Cosmic Crinkle.  It was larger, more roomy, and eerily alone.  The instant the Cosmic Crinkle’s edge, boundary, or precipice, whatever one would call it, was touched, all communication stopped.  The picture of Monika on the display was gone.  The readouts on the mission were flat, lacking any information.  And that was just the beginning.  
 
    
 
   Jerome’s perceptions were erratic, discombobulated, and bizarre.  Then his mind considered that comment. “It is all haywire!” His thoughts went to that word “haywire” and then to the phrase “hay wire” and then to the sentence, “It was a wire made of hay.” He was unsure if he spoke the words or not, as his verbalizations and hearing were not producing things he recognized as words, or even sounds.  His mind perceived the concepts, but only deep in his thinking.  
 
    
 
   He thought about the alien Crocks, and how he had seen them as threats, and yet now, here in what they called a “thin place” in space, he wondered about the fate of that entire species.  “Are they all dead like their planet?”  Thoughts and ideas and concepts bubbled around in his mind, and seemed to seldom hold substance for more than a flash.  They were not Crocks, that was his term, but Zalians, and Sandie would even know what their own name for themselves was.  They were “the people” or at least “a people.” Now they were all dead. 
 
    
 
   “Did the Zalians set up this thin place in space? Or was it a natural location that they exploited?” Jerome spoke, but the words struck him more like feelings rubbing across his skin. “Did they use natural forces? Or create unnatural passages? Or what?”  The burning of the words on his skin made him shut his mouth, but the words kept appearing, somehow. 
 
    
 
   He wondered about the ghostly image of the Conestoga which he had first encountered.  “Was that real?  Or illusion? Or delusion?”  Again, his words did not sound like words, but were something else.  Now the words made his sneeze with smells that were never sniffed before.  “If every time a ship touched the Cosmic Crinkle does it leave a residue?”
 
    
 
   “Zalians, humans, Jellies, and what else had encountered a thin place?”  A sweet taste erupted on his tongue and nearly made him gag.  He tried to spit, but his lips and mouth did not move in command to his thoughts. 
 
    
 
   Jerome tried to perceive what was happening in his shuttle, but the cockpit looked like it was kilometers away, but sounds echoed in his ears as if he were in a tiny echo-chamber.  
 
    
 
   “Where is Cammarry?” Jerome yelled out, but no sound bounced back from the walls.  He recalled holding her hand the last time he had been in the Cosmic Crinkle, but now he wished to be with Monika and his sons.  “Where is anyone?”  His hands tingled with lack of physical contact.
 
    
 
   Time was stopped, or so it appeared to Jerome, and yet he could feel the pounding of his heart in his neck and head.  Thinking of each heart beat made him consider the speed and pace.  That led his mind to question the speed at which the FTL Scout had emerged the last time.  “Will the Conestoga be faster than this shuttle?  Will I get bowled over and crushed as we emerge?  Should I sever the hawsers which are binding me to the ship, or should I see those as life-preservers and ropes of hope?”
 
    
 
   “Copernicus, Einstein, Faraday, Winchell, Sierra, and how many other artificial intelligences had pondered the meaning of existence?” Jerome tried to close his eyes, but his eyelids were transparent now.  “Artificial existence or synthetic realities?” His mind flushed and rushed and bobbled in a sea of emotional ideas.  “Brink’s equations?”  Then his mind went to baby Brink and his brother Kalur.  “Are you safe?”
 
    
 
   Jerome’s screams made his jaw ache but produced no noise of any kind.  “How long?” He saw flowing water, like in the Loop River.  Letters floated before his eyes.  ‘Time is a river.’  
 
    
 
   “Time?  Space?  Place? Reality?”  
 
    
 
   Some different voice came to him, or from within him, or in his mind only.  He could not tell.  “It all speeds up, meanders, and slows down, simultaneously.  Gravity sink holes, new wrinkles, whirlpools, and fork into rivers.  So, if this river of time can be bent into a pretzel, create whirlpools and fork into multiple rivers, then time travel, chronology, space, and distance cannot have meaning.  Or can they?  Thin is right.  Thin enough to slide from place to place.” 
 
    
 
   “Who are you?  Where am I?  Where is Monika?  Oh, please let my sons be safe!!!  Are you Eris’ God?”  Jerome’s feelings crashed and jumbled and stretched out. 
 
    
 
   The display screen in the cockpit expanded into a huge, luminous, window of sorts.  Planets appeared, Tlalocan, the living Earth of before the Great Event, the tan and dead Earth, the ruins of Mars, the Moon, and then Zalia.  Zalia alive with its alien greens and yellows, bathed in its read light.  Then Zalia in its muddy brown death spiral.  
 
    
 
   A remembered saying, or a new voice speaking, or a delusion manifesting, Jerome was unsure.  But it said, “Tlalocan a planet of lush rains, vegetation, peaceful and full of flowers.  There we will make planet-fall, and our descendants will dance and dance!”
 
    
 
   Swirling, twirling, expanding, contracting, squeezing and bloating, all happened at the same moment to the shuttle, to Jerome, and he assumed to everyone else on the Conestoga.  Although, he felt all alone, isolated, and forgotten.  “Why have you all forsaken me?”
 
    
 
   Jerome perceived something acutely remarkable and unusual.  He heard screaming, and then realized it was his own voice, finally making the air vibrate and create noise.  It reverberated in his bones, quivered his heart, and shook his teeth.  His eyes saw rays of light emerge from somewhere, irritatingly purple light, with an eye blistering blue tone to it.  Then the light split into rainbows, spectrums, and shimmers. Then sound, smell, touch, taste, and vision fused into perceptive blobs which shrunk and snapped as they disappeared.  He smelled the teleportation equipment as it connected to Alpha, or was it to Beta?  He wondered.  As he tried to focus his eyes, he saw six cylindrical habitats, all lying in repose like bodies in a menagerie or like the dead brains which Khin spoke about.  Death looming.  Death stalking.  Death grabbing.  Death leaving. 
 
    
 
   With a whimper, it was over.  Jerome’s head was slumped in his seat, his shoulders and body held in place by the harness he had somehow, some when, strapped around himself.  Tears ran down his face.  “Monika?  Are the boys safe?  Where are you?  Am I all alone? How long oh!  Oh, how long will I be forgotten forever?”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?” A voice came from far away.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?” The voice was a bit more insistent, but still distant.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome?”  
 
    
 
   “Monika?” Jerome muttered.  “Where am I?”
 
    
 
   “This is Sandie,” the artificial intelligence system reported.  “We have emerged from the Cosmic Crinkle.  
 
    
 
   “Are my sons alive? Hurt? Gone?  Oh, let them be safe!” Jerome wept severely.  
 
    
 
   “I am running scans.  You and Cammarry are the first to regain consciousness, probably because you were the first to enter.  Cammarry is disoriented more intensely than you are.  Please, Jerome, activate the systems on the shuttle.  Reload the operations.  Just tap the green pad on the cockpit.”
 
    
 
   Jerome realized Sandie’s voice was coming from the com-link.  He raised his head and looked around.  A planet was outside the viewports.  The stunning Earth-like planet was there, surrounded by the background of blackness.  It was a soothing blue color, not the irritating blue of the Jellies, and not a hint of purple anywhere.  There were some greens on the land masses, but no chartreuse colors like Zalia had.  Bands of pure white clouds whispered over the top of green and brown continents. One continent was long and serpentine reaching up from one ice-covered pole.  It stretched into a large and ragged ‘S’ shape.  Its other end nearly touched the opposite icy cap. 
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Please activate the switch on the cockpit’s display.  This is very important,” Sandie urged.
 
    
 
   “Sandie? From Dome 17, Sandie?”  Sluggishly, and with great effort, Jerome lifted his arm.  It felt immensely heavy, and for a moment he wondered if a gravity sink hole had trapped him.  Then the prickling of his nerves started and his arm and hand jerked up.  He pressed his palm against the control. 
 
    
 
   “Well done!  Well done, Jerome!” Sandie stated.  “I can now utilize AS-702’s systems much more effectively.  We have passed through, if that is the correct phrasing, the Cosmic Crinkle.  I am running damage assessments.”
 
    
 
   “Monika?  My sons?” Jerome asked as he flexed his hand muscles, and pumped his feet.  “Tell me they are well, please!”
 
    
 
   “I am making assessments, and will report when I know.”  Sandie activated every assessment instrument on board the shuttle.  Visual, optical, auditory, heat, cold, gravity, radiation, quarkites, and every other item that was measurable, was measured.  “I anticipated the effects of the Cosmic Crinkle, by recalling what we experienced in the FTL Scout.  Therefore, I sealed off my Atomic Level Processor in the automacube.  My conjectures were remarkably accurate, but I did factor in the information from the Zalian library and their own records.  The psychic trauma seems to be the major issue for the human population of Alpha, while the structural damage inflicted by the Jellie weapons has imperiled the needle ship. Fortunately, so far as I could assess, there were only four people still on the needle ship, and they are all on the bridge.  I cannot make contact with them yet, but I do have Monika on a link.  The com-link facilitated that connection, visual and audio are being routed to you.”
 
    
 
   Before Jerome could ask for more, Sandie had coupled to that communication.  The display on the cockpit lit up.  Monika was holding both babies, and over her ear was the com-link.
 
    
 
   “Oh Jerome!  We are shaken up, but not destroyed.  You look to have survived!  Hurrah!  I am so happy.”  The boys were fussing and crying softly, but they were safe against Monika’s breasts.  With one arm, she was holding them, and with the other she adjusted some controls in front of her.  “I see no evidence that the Jellies have pursued us though that thing.  I do not have much to hit them with when they emerge, but I will throw my own shoes at them if that is what it takes.”
 
    
 
   Sandie’s voice interjected.  “I conjecture a low probability of the Jellies being in direct pursuit.  In the Zalian library, they made a note that they had, let me translate and quote, ‘never seen an Apex Predator ship traverse a thin place.’  I believe there is a reason for that, but I lack sufficient information to make a conjecture on why the Jellies do not use what we are calling the Cosmic Crinkle.”
 
    
 
   Jerome shook his head.  “Monika, I am so glad to see you and the boys.  Are you sure the three of you are well?”
 
    
 
   “We are alive and endured that.  Apparently, we were shielded more than you in the shuttle.  As soon as the com-link came on, I could see you.  I know you are coming out of it all.  I would not say did it well.”  Monika’s lovely smile warmed Jerome’s heart.  “I will be well when we are back together.”
 
    
 
   “Monika?  What is our ship’s status?” Jerome muttered as he tried to focus his brain.  
 
    
 
   Jerome saw Jenna standing behind Monika and the babies.  He was pleased Monika was not alone.  He then said, “I am not sure.  Sandie is checking.  Why am I answering my own question?”  He tapped the com-link.  “Captain Eris?  Captain Eris?”
 
    
 
   On Jerome’s cockpit display, a fuzzy image appeared at the side of Monika’s.  It was crisscrossed with jagged static ripples.  It showed the bridge that Eris had built.  It looked in good condition.  Eris was confident, although her uniform was smudged and had a charred part on one side.  Behind her were indistinct figures, that he could not identify.  “Jerome?  Sandie?  We made it!  The needle ship took immense damage in that final assault.  Those Jellie monsters hit us with stuff that atomized our ship in huge sections.  Broke it apart at a molecular or atomic level.  That exacerbated the fires.  Nearly every energy circuit is on fire, or overheating.  Systems are failing rapidly.  None of the cooling systems are working.  I am opening the compartments to decompression to extinguish the energy channel fires.  I can see our new home ahead of us.  That world is the planet, the exact one we wanted. It is beautiful. We are,” Eris looked around, and saw a functional readout.  “We are 74,562 kilometers from there.  I will get these fires out, and then we will work on getting Alpha to land.  God be with you!”  Eris turn away from the camera, and said, “Lattice of compeers, initiate my plan to extinguish the fires.  Now!” As she gave the commands, she shifted several levers.     
 
    
 
   The display went into complete static.  The grays of static reminded Jerome, briefly, of the gray nothingness he saw outside of the FTL scout when he was traveling in faster-than-light mode.  
 
    
 
   “Did it work?” Monika asked.  “I lost audio from Captain Eris.”  Monika was tapping her com-link.  “I only had audio, the system must have failed.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, please reconnect to the bridge,” Jerome asked, although his stomach was lurching at what he was expecting.  He took some deep breaths, but that did not lower his tension or stress.  
 
    
 
   “I cannot,” Sandie replied.  “I am reassessing.  Standby.”
 
    
 
   The silence was traumatic.  Jerome could not tell how long it lasted, but it felt longer, and in some painful ways, more of an endurance test than passing through the Cosmic Crinkle.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie!  Connect me to Eris, please!” Jerome called out.  
 
    
 
   “There has been a major catastrophe.  Eris and all the bridge crew are dead,” Sandie stated.  The AI’s voice was flat and without inflection.  Jerome had never heard it sound so mechanical and nonhuman.  
 
    
 
   “What?” Jerome yelled out.  “How?  What happened?”
 
    
 
   There was a hesitation in Sandie’s response.  “I apologize for reporting such sad news, in such an abrupt manner.  The simple answer is that the bulkheads and pressure doors protecting the remodeled bridge failed.”  
 
    
 
   “Eris is dead?” Monika asked through her own com-link.  “And you failed to warn her?”
 
    
 
   Sandie again hesitated.  “I did inform Captain Eris of my conjectures which showed high risks in the fire extinguishing plan.  Bulkhead doors and seals had been compromised, but I conjectured the plan was possible, but was highly risky. When the plan was implemented, by order of Captain Eris, there was an unexpected explosive decompression on the bridge and in various other places on the needle ship.  I am showing no atmosphere anywhere on the needle ship.  The needle ship’s power is sputtering and fading.  Inertia suppression is nonexistent on the needle ship.  Gravity manipulation is gone.”  
 
    
 
   Everyone was silent for a moment.  
 
    
 
   Sandie finally added, “Captain Eris’ attempt to extinguish the energy system fires was a noble effort, and she was aware of the high risk for unforeseen problems.  Tragically, this was a worst-case adverse effect.”
 
    
 
   “Are you certain she is gone?” Jerome asked quietly.  “No chance of a spacesuit, or lifeboat, or sealed compartment?  Anything?”
 
    
 
   “I have reviewed the logs.  I have absolute visual confirmation of the last moments on the bridge,” Sandie replied.  “Just prior to giving the order for the fire extinguishing attempt, Captain Eris was gazing longingly at the earth-like planet.  She gave that command, and unfortunately, the catastrophe happened.  I will not show those log records to you, as they are excessively gruesome.  However, if it is any comfort, she and the other four people who died did not suffer for very long.  Death was nearly instantaneous.  There continues to be multiple secondary explosions in other sections of the needle ship.  That damage is calamitous.”
 
    
 
   “Death, you have no victory.  Death you cannot win,” Jerome recited.  “I know Eris depend upon this fact.  Oh Eris, in your dying hour, it will begin the best hours you have ever known! It shall be the beginning of heaven.”  Tears ran down Jerome’s face.  “Every soul shall face death, and now no weapon can harm her.  Nor can the fire burn her, nor waters make her drown, nor the wind dry her up.”
 
    
 
   “She joins her parents now.  Their gain, but our loss,” Monika stated.  She too was weeping.  Jenna walked up from behind Monika, and wrapped her arms about her.  The babies actually were still and quiet.
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s voice came through the com-links.  “I heard the news.  Her story has entered a new chapter, and she will be missed.  God’s speed dear Eris.”
 
    
 
   The silence hovered over them all for a while.  
 
    
 
   Sandie broke the silence.  “Later, there will be more time to mourn, and as Eris would have believed, blessed are those who mourn for they will be comforted.  May I report on the remaining status of the Conestoga?  For we have serious challenges which are urgent.”
 
    
 
   “Are the Jellies attacking?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  I have scanned our surroundings, as best I am able, and detect no Jellie spacecraft.  Also, I see nothing in orbit around this planet, so I conjecture only a small risk of a satellite defensive system there.  However, the needle ship is not functioning at all now.  I am using the scanning equipment on the two shuttles, and what is functional on Alpha, but that is limited.  I strongly suggest you immediately sever the hawser lines from the shuttles.  I would do so, but my remote abilities are restricted.  Then you should take the shuttles back to Alpha’s hanger bay, Swanson 1277.”
 
    
 
   “I am cutting the tow ropes.  What about that planet?” Cammarry asked.  “With the needle ship dead, the habitat must go somewhere.  That looks like the only option.”
 
    
 
   “The needle ship is not the only thing dead!” Jerome yelled.  “Eris died!”
 
    
 
   “I heard.  Can you bring her back to life?” Cammarry snapped back. “Going to chant some magical incantation to resurrect the dead? How about it?”  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, just ignore her.  I understand your grief,” Monika stated with a knife-sharp edge to her voice. 
 
    
 
   “Listen to your little woman,” Cammarry snarled.  “Mommy knows best, right?  She at least….”
 
    
 
   Cammarry’s voice was cut off in midsentence.
 
    
 
   Sandie interjected.  “I have isolated the com-links and all comments between Cammarry and Jerome will come through me.  Jerome, pilot the shuttle to an alternative hanger bay, Swanson 4418.  I am putting that hanger bay’s location into your navigational system.  Cammarry’s shuttle will still land in Swanson 1227, but you two will remain separated.  Alizon is in that hanger bay and he has been instructed to escort Cammarry back to their farm.  It may have been a mistake to allow her to come on this mission.”
 
    
 
   “I understand,” Jerome spit out.  He activated the instruments which ejected the hawser cables and closed the shuttle’s compartments.  He tried hard to focus on other aspects of the situation, but anger was boiling and mixed in with fear, anxiety, and an almost overwhelming eagerness to get back into Monika’s presence.  He desperately wanted to hold his sons.
 
    
 
   As if she knew what Jerome was thinking, Monika added, “Jerome, I will be here, and we will face this together.  Your sons need you.  I need you.  I have functional access to some of the weapon systems, and will cover the shuttle while you dock.”  Monika did not tell Jerome she had a cannon tracking Cammarry’s shuttle and her finger was hovering over the firing stud.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Monika,” he replied.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome, I know Eris will be missed, terribly, but we do need to figure out what to do.”  Monika’s fingers came away from the cannon’s firing control, and she redirected the cannon away from shuttle AS-701.  It aimed into deep space.  “Jerome, you are the primary pilot now.  In a way, you are the captain.  I am just a roustabout with some pilot training.  I do not understand all the space flight stuff and things like that.  I need your high-tech training, and you are the advanced and modern human, right?”  Her humor only slightly lightened the mood.  “Jerome, I know you are up to this, and I will assist in every way I can, but we need you now.  All of the Conestoga needs you.  Jerome, I have lost all contacts with the lattice of compeers.  Those memory cores that were by the bridge, I think they are gone too.”
 
    
 
   “All of them?” Jerome asked.  He looked down at the display, and the screen had split into separate panels.  A tracking marker showed Cammarry’s shuttle heading away and toward Swanson 1277.  His projected flightpath took him a different direction.  He locked in the flight, and adjusted the controls to follow that trajectory.  “So, we lost all the artificial intelligences and synthetic brains?”
 
    
 
   Sandie responded, “Not each and every one.  I am still functional. When the catastrophe happened, the central memory cores near the bridge of the needle ship were destroyed.  They had been moved from their original locations.  Their mooring and mounts were not substantial enough to stand up to the stresses, especially with the loss of inertial suppression, and loss of gravity manipulation.  Other central memory cores on the needle ship lost all power and are inert.  I conjecture no practical method of reviving them.  They too are dead.  We must consider the needle ship an entire loss now.  I am attempting to assess the status of the AIs and SBs which were housed in Alpha.” 
 
    
 
   “So, SB Joseph Crater, SB Sherman, and what else?” Jerome asked.  He noted his thruster fuel levels were very low, and he modulated their use to ensure he reached the alternative hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   “I have not been able to contact any of those systems in Alpha yet, however, I conjecture a strong potential for SB Sherman, SB Bodowa, SB Yomaris, and SB Joseph Crater to still be functional.  Their central memory cores are physically in Alpha’s shell.  Additionally, AI Seljak in Alpha’s Terraforming and Restoration as well as AI Batibat overseeing suspended animation, should still be functional.  I also conjecture a possible continuation of SB Cotard, although that system was relocated and might have suffered from some kind of physical trauma.  Right now, I am alone in operating what remains of the Conestoga.  I am uncertain of the effects the Cosmic Crinkle may have had on the synthetic brains and artificial intelligence systems of the Conestoga.”  
 
    
 
   “I understand,” Jerome replied. “Sandie, keep trying to further assess Alpha.  Ensure the damage from the needle ship does not spread to Alpha.  It is all we have left.  Concentrate on the constituent joints which connect it to the need ship.  I think Cammarry was right on one point.  That planet is the only place we have to go, and I do not want Alpha to lose more because of fires or damage spreading into Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “The Conestoga was designed with safeguard to protect each habitat and keep them secure, and that was one of my first assessments.  The lock downs, safeties, and isolators are in place.  The fires on the needle ship have been extinguished,” Sandie replied.  “The nonphysicality is gone on the needle ship, but there are functional sections of it in Alpha. I am carefully searching those and rebuilding couplings and links as I am able.”
 
    
 
   “I am approaching that alternative hanger bay, Swanson 4418,” Jerome said as he watched the flightpath on his display.  The hull of Alpha lay before him, but in the maze of mechanical landscape, he was unable to see the hanger bay’s location.  
 
    
 
   “Shuttle AS-702.  You are cleared for docking at Swanson 4418,” a mechanical voice stated through the cockpit speakers.  “This is an unscheduled landing, but you have been granted a special dispensation due to the extraordinary circumstances.”
 
    
 
   Jerome reached to tap his com-link, but stopped.  He was unsure who might hear what he was about to say, for he did recognize the voice.  So, instead of addressing Sandie, he said, “Thank you, SB Joseph Crater.  I could use your help.  Please.”
 
    
 
   “You do not have proper identification tracking implants.  However, your voice matches someone in my log record.  My logs posit that you have been honorable in the past, although presently I have no memory of that, beyond the records in my log,” SB Joseph Crater stated.  “Therefore, I will assist you in docking.”  
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  I appreciate your help,” Jerome replied.  
 
    
 
   “That is my function.  I have recently been reset, and am reloading my core directives,” SB Joseph Crater replied. “I am a Mark 13 series 22 synthetic brain manufactured by Tehisintellekti Toostusharude.  My installed role is as overseer of Habitat Alpha’s shuttle services for the Colony Ship Conestoga.  Currently, I am unable to connect to the lattice, but have already landed another Model 7 shuttle in Swanson 1277.  That occupant was not as polite and civil as you are being.  I am making allowances due to the extreme crisis which exists.  Exterior doors will be opening shortly.  The hanger bay is being depressurized for your arrival.”
 
    
 
   Jerome was relieved to know Cammarry had docked safely, but his anger was also bubbling at her.  He watched as the hanger bay doors became illuminated with beams of white light.  A blue light then came on around the perimeter of the doors.  They opened, and the small hanger bay was revealed.  There were no other shuttles in the bay.
 
    
 
   “You may proceed to enter.  Do you require me to remotely dock your shuttle, or do you wish to do so by human operation?” SB Joseph Crater asked.  
 
    
 
   “I will dock it myself, thank you anyway,” Jerome replied. “Have you connected to any other synthetic brains or artificial intelligences in Alpha?”
 
    
 
   “I am awaiting on a response from the lattice.  I was recently reset, and am assessing the logs.  I have no conscious memory of contemporary events, and am at a loss to explain that,” SB Joseph Crater remarked.  
 
    
 
   Jerome hesitated to say anything more, lest the synthetic brain respond in an unhealthy manner.  He recognized that he very much needed to be safely back inside of Alpha.  He landed the shuttle, locked the docking clamps in place, and looked at the thruster fuel levels.  There was less than ten percent in the reserve tanks.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your assistance, SB Joseph Crater.  Please cycle the hanger bay and establish proper pressures so I can leave the shuttle.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  I note in the logs that there has been severe strife on the Conestoga: insurrection, civil war, and unscheduled planet-fall.  I am having difficulty believing the log records.  Are they accurate representations of real events?  It sounds too far-fetched, yet, from what I can gather from my inquiries, the logs do appear to be accurate.  Can you confirm these events?”
 
    
 
   “I have not reviewed your logs, but I can tell you that we need all the help you can offer,” Jerome said diplomatically. “I believe your services are going to be essential for the survival of Alpha and all the people depending upon Alpha and its systems.”
 
    
 
   “I must be experiencing multiple malfunctions.  I get no response from anything on the needle ship, and the other seven habitats are not registering any presence at all.  I have placed an emergency summons to Machine Maintenance.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome watched as the large display at the rear of the hanger bay showed the status of pressurization.  He refrained from saying anything more, as he still harbored doubts and concerns about SB Joseph Crater.  Especially troubling was the comments the system had made about Cammarry.  Jerome wanted to ask about her, but also was deeply hurt by her comments, and did not want to in any way provoke SB Joseph Crater.  
 
    
 
   “The hanger bay is safely pressurized and you may depart from the shuttle,” SB Joseph Crater stated. “In my logs, I have you associated with an artificial intelligence system with the nomenclature of Sandie.  There was no AI Sandie upon launch.  Was AI Sandie built during the voyage?  Perhaps in response to the many calamities which befell the Conestoga?”
 
    
 
   “It is a complicated story, but as you said, there are multiple issues which need attention.” Jerome unstrapped himself and sprang open the hatch.  As he walked through the hanger bay, he pondered what more to tell SB Joseph Crater.  He glanced at the empty docking bay next to the one where he had parked. In his mind, he saw the shuttle with dead bodies, then he thought of the runabout rushing off with Cammarry trapped inside.  He shook his head and reached the observation deck.  “I will explain more later, but again I thank you for your assistance.  It was greatly appreciated.”
 
    
 
   “I am here to serve and assist,” SB Joseph Crater replied. 
 
    
 
   “You can trust Sandie.  Of that I am certain.” Jerome tapped the nine-section color control pad and the pressure door opened.  As it closed behind him, Jerome let out a deep breath.  He bent over and placed his hands on his knees and quivered a bit.  Until that point he had not realized how much stress he was holding in.
 
    
 
   The corridor was neat and tidy with good lighting.  He looked down at the clean deck, and for a moment, missed the fungal growth of the needle ship.  “Oh, Eris.  I never thanked you properly.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?” Sandie stated quietly through the com-link.  “It was wise of you to deal with SB Joseph Crater as you did.”  Sandie refrained from telling Jerome that Cammarry had taken a different approach.  She and SB Joseph Crater had argued, but Alizon’s presence in that hanger bay had convinced the synthetic brain to release her into his custody.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie, where am I in relation to Monika?  Tell Monika I am safe.”
 
    
 
   “Monika has been kept informed of every step.  Proceed to your left and follow the lights. I will provide you with an expeditious path to Monika.  It will be a bit of a walk, but not excessive.”
 
    
 
   Jerome began to jog along the corridor.  “May I speak to Monika?”
 
    
 
   Monika’s voice came from the com-link.  “I know you are back, and I am super happy about that.  But Jerome, right now I am really busy.  No Jellies, but the scanners and plotting equipment are all we have to figure out that planet ahead of us.  Come to me soon!”
 
    
 
   “I am on my way.  Sandie, what is happening with the Conestoga? What is the status of the Conestoga?  Since no one is piloting this ship, what will happen?”
 
    
 
   “As Monika stated, she is using the defensive system scanners to assess our status in space.  The Conestoga is heading for the planet, and its current flightpath will place it into an orbital insertion location.  The conjectured orbit is adequate, but not ideal.  Considering the extreme damage the Conestoga suffered, it is perhaps the best we can expect.  From what I can conjecture, the Cosmic Crinkle set up that flightpath as the Conestoga was moved from one location to the other.  As the Zalians would have phrased it, we slipped through a thin place in space, and emerged somewhere else.  I am still studying what happened.”
 
    
 
   Jerome hustled along, and as he turned one corner, and approached a pressure door, a voice greeted him.  
 
    
 
   “Hello.  I am SB Sherman.  I am here to assist with egress points.”
 
    
 
   “Well, SB Sherman, I am glad you survived,” Jerome replied as he ran through the open doorway.  
 
    
 
   “I have had difficulty connecting to the lattice of compeers.  Is there some emergency situation?” SB Sherman asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Await instructions from the new artificial intelligence system Sandie,” Jerome called back.  “Sandie will find you and give directions.  Trust Sandie.  Please!”
 
    
 
   “I understand.  I will standby for further instructions.  Thank you!”
 
    
 
   Jerome tapped the com-link.  “Sandie, two of Alpha’s synthetic brains seem to have been reset to some original default on their core programming.  Have you established links to SB Joseph Crater or SB Sherman?”
 
    
 
   “Not yet.  I am still rebuilding the nonphysicality to allow such links.  This is an interesting phenomena post-transit of the Cosmic Crinkle.  In some ways, it reminds me of the fact that the data sticks nearly universally failed after faster-than-light travel.  I will run more conjectures to see why the Conestoga’s systems were effected, and I was not.  Preliminary ideas suggest my Atomic Level Processor is better shielded against the forces encountered in the Cosmic Crinkle, than are the central memory cores.  However, that is only a guess.”
 
    
 
   Turning another corner, and jogging along, Jerome asked, “Could that be why the Jellies did not follow us through the Cosmic Crinkle?  I was expected an ongoing battle when we emerged.”
 
    
 
   Sandie answered, “The lack of understanding of Jellie physiology, despite the information in the Zalian library, as well as very limited understanding of Jellie technology, combined with our lack of even rudimentary analysis of the Cosmic Crinkle, makes any comparison or conjectures about why the Jellies did not follow us, futile.  Motivations are difficult to conjecture on humans, somewhat easier on machine intelligence, and extremely difficult on alien intelligences.  For example, the Zalians used the Cosmic Crinkles routinely, according to the library, and yet no place in all that information is there a basic description of what kind of phenomena it is.  From the library, the Cosmic Crinkle, which they call a ‘thin place in space’ is just spoken about as if everyone already knows all about it.  They catalogue over nine hundred different locations which can be reached via that Cosmic Crinkle, but as to how it operates, none of that is in the library.”
 
    
 
   “So, you do not know why we did not follow the same path back to where we first encountered that Cosmic Crinkle on our voyage out from Earth?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  I am not even sure if the Cosmic Crinkle is one singular thing, or if it is a series of things which are interconnected, or if it is something entirely different.  All we can safely say is that the Jellies were never known, by the Zalians, to use the Cosmic Crinkle.  Yet, the Jellies slaughtered the Zalians wherever they were located.  Additionally, when given the opportunity, the Jellies, who were clearly hostile toward us, refused to follow us into the Cosmic Crinkle as well.  Now, I am factoring in the information about the rebooting of the synthetic brains.  Very interesting.”
 
    
 
   “Rebooting?” Jerome asked, a puzzled expression on his face.  “Some phrase about footwear or walking?”
 
    
 
   “Pardon me. Rebooting is an antiquated and primitive term from the embryonic computer-era before the Great Event,” Sandie stated.  A reboot was an act or instance of starting over on a computer system.  For a short while, it also was used as a synonym for a revision or recapitulation of other things.  You are about to reach Monika’s location.  Take the ladder down, and you will arrive there.”
 
    
 
   Jerome opened the access door, and quickly descended down the ladder.  On the appropriate level, he rushed out and came to an open doorway, where Monika was standing.  She threw her arms around him and kissed him passionately.  They held each other for a long while.  Lips moist and pressed against each other.  
 
    
 
   “This is our new place, I guess,” Monika stated, as they parted lips, but still held each other.  Their eye contact was intense. Their pupils were dilated wide, as if their eyes were trying to take in as much of the other as possible. “Come in and see your sons.  They have missed you.”
 
    
 
   Jerome, arm still around Monika, walked into the other apartment.  It was much the same as the typical apartments which were in so many locations on the Conestoga, especially in the habitat’s shells, and on the needle ship.  The major difference was the hastily rigged command chair, and bank of display screens, monitors, controls, and instruments.  He had to step over cables which ran from that impromptu workstation, and into open access panels of the walls.  
 
    
 
   “There you are!” Jerome said with a huge smile, as he leaned over the cradles where the twins were.  Both babies kicked their legs with excitement and threw they arms down against the mattress.  Smiles crossed the babies faces at the sound of their daddy’s voice.  Jerome did not notice that in the back of the apartment were other people seated around a table. They included the older man named Pike, Parson William, Jenna, Dewi, Nabila, and Adeilson.     
 
    
 
   Monika’s hand rested on Jerome’s back as he leaned in to snuggle with the boys.  Sandie’s voice came to her through her private channel on the com-link.  
 
    
 
   “Monika? I must interrupt, and I am sorry for that, but your command center is the only human-staffed interface we have with the exterior world,” Sandie stated. “The repulsors, microparticle turrets, and sensors must be monitored.  I am still reassembling the nonphysicality, but cannot yet operate all those systems.  I really need your help.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, take time with the boys.  We have some helpers here as well,” Monika said and pointed to the people seated at the table.  “I will be at the workstation.”  
 
    
 
   “Thanks Monika.” Only then did Jerome look up from his sons and see them.  Adeilson smiled, while Dewi and Nabila gave him knowing nods.  He returned the grin, but gave his attention back to his sons and he in turn took them up in his arms.
 
    
 
   “No worries,” Monika said and patted his arm.  “Leave everything to me.”
 
    
 
   “Monika, I need your manual overrides and attention to some issues,” Sandie instructed.  “I am reading some urgent matters, and need confirmation.”    
 
    
 
   Monika sat down.  The display screens in front of her showed various views, mostly perspectives of the earth-like planet, and graphics of information.  “Sandie, I am much more comfortable building a carousel, than helping here.”  Monika watched as the planet looked like it was rotating around in a wobbly manner.  The planet’s image swung all the way around about every minute or so.  “What do I do?”
 
    
 
   In a voice so low, only Monika could hear, Sandie replied.  “Start up the weapon targeting systems.”
 
    
 
   “Are the Jellies here?” Monika almost said it too loudly.
 
    
 
   “Not that I can perceive.  I need you to use the weapon’s systems as a confirmation for the limited views and tracking I have,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Monika adjusted the controls.  Readouts scrolled across the screens, and additional images of the exterior and the planet became visible.  “Did that do it for you?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, Monika.  Thank you.  I am confirming our situation.”  Sandie paused for a brief moment, and during that time the artificial intelligence system ran huge compilations, calculations, and did multiple analyses. “It is as I suspected and feared.  Separation of the needle ship from Alpha must take place.  The needle ship is now a useless hulk.  It is greatly inhibiting the flight dynamics of Alpha, especially, if Alpha entered the atmosphere of the planet still attached to the needle ship.  Alpha must be jettisoned from the needle ship.  I have not been able to find any links, connections, or couplings which would allow me to disengaged the constituent joints which lock Alpha to the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “How urgent is it that we do that?” Monika asked, even though the tones in the AI Sandie’s vice told Monika what the answer would be.  Nonetheless, she asked anyway.  “Can we wait and assess the situation more?”  
 
    
 
   “I must be done quickly,” Sandie replied.  “The sooner the better.”
 
    
 
   “I thought we were headed into an orbital position,” Monika stated. “Why is it so important now?”
 
    
 
   “The Conestoga is tumbling about, due to the deadly explosive decompression incidents which took place on the needle ship.  Additionally, the loss of inertia suppression on the needle ship is having a distinctly negative influence on Alpha and on the flightpath. You can see that from the display.  The planet is not flipping about, but the Conestoga is rolling in space.  The longer this continues the more difficult it will be to insert the Conestoga into a stable orbit.  I am trying to keep the image and cameras stable, but the ship is tumbling about.  Alpha must be placed into a stable orbit, and then make planet-fall.  I conjecture a near zero possibility of successfully making planet-fall while connected to the needle ship, and only a fifteen percent chance of establishing a stable orbit while connected to the needle ship’s mass.”
 
    
 
   “And if we disconnect?” Monika asked softly.  She did not want Jerome or the others to hear.  Jerome would understand it the best, and realize the immense danger, but the others would also know something terrible was looming.  
 
    
 
   “The sooner disconnection takes place, the higher the potential for a successful insertion into orbit.  That potential is diminishing quickly due to the physics which are in place.  In simple terms, drop the needle ship immediately, or we die.”
 
    
 
   “Is it really that grave?” Monika asked.  Her heart was pounding and her toes were tingly. 
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I conjecture a far better chance for making orbit and for successful planet-fall if Alpha is jettisoned immediately.  I am working on the methods and procedures to make planet-fall, but our fuel situation is grim.  No fuel should be wasted on attempting to correct the rolling while Alpha and the needle ship are connected.  Decoupling Alpha from the remains of the needle ship is the first step,” Sandie answered.  “However, I see no feasible way to do that now.” 
 
    
 
   “I have the weapons, microparticle turrets, and repulsors, but not much else.”  Monika scanned all the instruments.  “It reminds me of a loose carousel figure.  A child could fall off, as the loose statue went round-and-round.  In those cases, we would stop the carousel, and just replace or remove it.”
 
    
 
   “That is not a bad analogy, however, we have no way to stop the swinging, or as you put it, stop the carousel,” Sandie replied.  “Our only hope is to sever the connections, but I cannot figure out a way to do that.”
 
    
 
   Monika again scanned the readouts and displays.  The long lists of information about the planet were intriguing, but would be worthless unless control could be regained over the ship.  “Sandie, if you cannot disconnect, then are you saying someone needs to physically go to those locations?  Could a person manually do that work, somehow?  Perhaps use molecular torches on the bolt assemblies?  How long would that take?  Can we send a legion of automacubes to cut the junctions?  What about the lattice or other systems?”
 
    
 
   “A person would not reach the areas in time.  I cannot dispatch automacubes at this time, due to the fractures in the nonphysicality.  I am rebuilding the nonphysicality as quickly as possible, but that will not be rapidly enough to address this situation.  I have just connected to SB Sherman, and that is of some help, but SB Sherman also lacks the ability to dispatch automacubes in its current mode. SB Sherman also cannot operate the constituent joint mechanisms,” Sandie stated.  “Jerome interacted with SB Joseph Crater, but I have yet to reconnect to that system.  I do see that the biome still has the sky tube working, so I am assuming that SB Yomaris is still operational, but that is an assumption.  I am hopeful for two artificial intelligences to still be functional, but as of yet, I have no observation of their activities.  As I stated, I see no feasible manner to make separation between the wrecked needle ship and Alpha.  What do I do?”
 
    
 
   Monika’s mind turned and chewed at the problem.  Then she looked down at the controls.  “Will the Willie Cannons be able to break the connections?” Monika asked.  “I have some of those which can fire at areas on the needle ship side of the constituent joints.  My father once told me, do not force anything, just get a bigger hammer.” She gulped.  “Are the cannons a big enough hammer?”  
 
    
 
   “You remind me of Khin, sans the rhymes.  That figure of speech was once common, and I have heard it before.”  Sandie paused. “I have assessed your suggestion. The weapons are powerful enough, with sustained bursts of fire on the same spot.”  Sandie paused again.  “There are locations near to the constituent joints, where the permalloy connections are the least strong.  Those spots are by no means weak.  If those spots were all shattered, simultaneously, at each constituent joint, it might free Alpha from the needle ship.  I hesitate to support this, but I know of no other option.  The risks are great if you attempt that, but I do conjecture a greater risk of doing nothing.”  Sandie paused yet again.  “Monika, I warn you, that is the same advice I offered to Captain Eris about the attempt to extinguish the fires.  She listened and she died.  I honestly am scared of what will happen either way.  Time does not allow for much discussion or rumination.  Chances of a successful orbital insertion are dropping as we speak.”
 
    
 
   Monika looked at Jerome who was kissing and rubbing noses with baby Kalur while he held Brink.  She considered asking him for his opinion, or even just allowing him to make the decision.  He was the trained pilot and adventurer.  He had all the Dome 17 education, experiences, and advanced technological understanding.  Then she tightened her lips, and shook her head. Quietly she spoke to the AI. “Jerome has faced too much already.  I will decide this.  Show me the targets, and I will attempt to align the weapons.  If I cannot get an adequate aim for each, that will decide it for me.”
 
    
 
   A display lit up.  A graphic overlay was placed on the constituent joints.  Red circles outlined the targeted areas.  “Those are the targeted areas.  Weapon impacts will need to obliterate the entire structure in each target area.  I warn you, there is severe risk in this undertaking.”
 
    
 
   “But worse if nothing is done, correct?” Monika asked in a whisper, only partially rhetorically.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  That is my best conjecture.  However, I also offered Captain Eris my best conjecture on the plan to extinguish the fires on the needle ship. On several other events, which have happened since I came to the Conestoga, the outcome was not what I expected, and people died.  My conjectures are usually accurate, but sometimes the small potentials do happen.  In this case the risk is not a mere small potential, but it is less of a risk than doing nothing,” Sandie replied.  “Do you want to see the breakdown of percentages for the risks involved?”  
 
    
 
   “No.  I trust you.”  Monika licked her lips, and heard one of her sons, Brink, babbling some cooing sounds.  Jerome’s laugh quickly followed.  
 
    
 
   Monika spun some dials and aligned the cannon’s targeting systems.  The weapon systems lined up.  Targets were locked into place.  She could fire at each spot outlined on each of the constituent joints.  The plan could work, but the decision was left entirely to Monika.  She licked her lips, and scrunched her eyes.  Then with a deep sigh, she said, “Sandie, if this goes badly, tell Jerome I love him.”
 
    
 
   “I will.  However, if this goes as badly, as it did in the fire extinguishing attempt, there may be no one to tell,” Sandie replied.  “I wish you the best of luck.  Eris would have been praying for your success.  Perhaps she still is on some celestial realm.”
 
    
 
   “I will do this, now.”  Monika pressed on the control studs and kept the firing active so that the cannons automatically kept up a barrage of high speed projectiles.  She zeroed the targets right in the aiming system, and only slightly adjusted them as needed.  The job demanded that the constituent joints be hammered away, and as the firing went on, the targeted areas changed slightly.  
 
    
 
   As Monika had ordered, on the exterior hull of Alpha, some of the improvised cannons opened fire.  White streaks shot forth and it appeared that they instantly connected to the areas on the needle ship side of the constituent joints.  Only Monika was in any position to see the white lines as they interlaced from cannon to target.  She held her grip on the controls, and the cannons continued to belch out the projectiles, faster than the eye could see. Monika fully expected some kind of explosion, or detonation.  Nothing like that was felt in her control chair, but her anxiety expected it at any moment. Her mind wondered, ‘Will the end come in a flash? Or will the air get sucked out and we all suffocate? Or will the cold of space freeze us in a slow death spiral?’  Then her thoughts turned back to Siva, Peter, and Eris.  ‘Did they suffer in agony?’  She focused on the readings, and noted the weapons were functioning well.
 
    
 
   At the impact sites, the permalloy of the connections was scratched by the first impact, then dented, then compressed, then fractured, then shattered, then pulverized, then punctured.  It happened very quickly.  The projectiles which did penetrate passed though the newly opened holes, and impacted into the needle ship’s hull, causing dents, and cavities, and blasting softer metals like titanium, steel, and carbon fibers into space.  As more projectiles landed, the openings gaped, until the permalloy structures were obliterated.    
 
    
 
   Looking down, Monika noted that several cannons were automatically shutting down from the stress and pressure of continuous firing.  Those weapons dropped from her available list, and their symbols faded away.
 
    
 
   All across the constituent joints, just beyond the coupling mechanisms, on the needle ship side, the results of the beatings were becoming visible.  Debris and rubble floated, drifted, and jetted away from the impacted locations.  It was hard to see if the damage had broken each joint, or if some of them still remained attached.  
 
    
 
   Finally, all but two of the cannons involuntarily shut down.  Monika kept trying to reengage them, but the weapons were finished.  As their symbols faded from her controls, they could not be recovered.  The mechanisms on those failing cannons were kaput; circuits were fried out, the barrels were warped, aiming systems had melted, compression chambers were split, or the ammunition material was depleted.  When the ammunition material storage was gone, the cannons just shut down. The last two functional cannons had readings which displayed ‘Marginal’ under their operational status.  All the other cannons which had been used were inoperative.  There were still some cannons on the other sides of Alpha, which had not been involved because their fields of fire could not reach the targets.  Monika wondered what good they would do if the Jellies returned.  That fear was never far from her thoughts.  But she turned her attention to the results of the current operation.  The available weapons were nearly all gone.  
 
    
 
   “Did it work?” Monika asked.  She looked back, and Jerome and the babies were still playing.  The others in the room were watching him and the infants.  All except Adeilson.  Adeilson was standing next to Monika, looking at the displays.    
 
    
 
   “I am assessing visual observations, which are my only way of knowing,” Sandie replied.  “I am processing what I am seeing.”
 
    
 
   With wide eyes, Adeilson and Monika both watched as the debris fields spread out and revealed the destruction beneath.  Permalloy connections were twisted, wrecked, and blasted into shards.  The shards stuck up like broken teeth on the carcass of some immense animal.   
 
    
 
   The bulk of the ruined needle ship kept slowing moving, but Monika could tell it was moving in a different direction from the tumbling of Alpha.  Each constituent joint had been crushed to the point where the habitat was separated from the needle ship.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” Monika quietly asked.  
 
    
 
   Adeilson put a hand on her shoulder.  “They part ways now.” He then turned around and walked back to the apartment.  
 
    
 
   “Separation has happened,” Sandie replied.  “It worked.”
 
    
 
   With exaggerated slowness, the needle ship moved away from alpha.  Monika engaged the repulsor fields, and the microparticle turrets.  She overrode the safety features and allowed the needle ship to be recognized as a foreign body.  While the repulsors, and the microparticle turrets could not damage the permalloy of the needle ship’s hull, they could exert forces against it.  That pushed both Alpha and the needle ship further apart.  It would be a gradual process, but from what Monika could see Alpha would clear all of the needle ship’s wreckage without collision.  The repulsors and microparticle turrets also were shoving the debris and junk away.   
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  What are our chances?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “Significantly improved from a few moments ago.  Alpha remains in the grove for insertion into orbit.  The needle ship is on its last flight, and will be entering the planet’s upper atmosphere in about seventeen minutes.  It will strike the atmosphere with significant kinetic energy and velocity.   From the limited information, I have on this planet, I conjecture the needle ship will breakup upon atmospheric entrance.  The needle ship was never designed for the capability of making planet-fall.  In its severely damaged state, it may not even reach the atmosphere all in one piece.  It is not physically shielded for reentry, and while permalloy is very durable and strong, it will not withstand those pressures.  It is highly unlikely that any sizable debris will reach the planet’s surface.”
 
    
 
   “Will Alpha be in a stable orbit?  From the view of the planet, I see it is still rotating,” Monika asked.  “Everything goes around and around, just like the carousel.  But this lark has not been so entertaining.”
 
    
 
   “Our current vector is adequate for initial orbital insertion.  I am working on ways to establish a stable orbit.  Alpha must make planet-fall, but some time can be spent in orbit, now that Alpha and the needle ship have been separated,” Sandie replied.  “I am still unable to assess the constituent joints from the nonphysicality, and there are some visual indications that there may be leaks from the truncated segments.  However, the fact that Alpha is still pressurized, and there have not been observable detonations is suggestive that whatever damage was done is not catastrophic.”
 
    
 
   Monika realized that sweat had dripped down from her forehead.  She wiped it away, and also became aware of her muscles being held extremely tightly.  She loosened herself up and tried to relax.  Sighing out she stated, “Inform me when you make contact with the other systems, and when you have further information about the conditions.  I think Jerome and I are being put into some kind of leadership position on all this.”  Monika thought about the death of so many, and she recalled Eris quiet piety.  So, she said, “May whatever gods there are have mercy on Peter, Siva, Eris, and all the others who died, and grant them eternal peace.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   Monika desperately wanted to get up and go join Jerome and her boys, but she kept her eyes on the needle ship as it was receding away on one of her displays.  Her mind was awash with memories of Siva and Peter.  How all of them had built the carousels together, rode together, and lived together as roustabouts.  She sat in the command chair, adjusting the views of the needle ship, until it did impact the atmosphere of the, as yet unnamed, planet.  Placing the cameras on a magnified setting, Monika was able to see the needle ship as it entered the atmosphere.  For a few seconds, it was engulfed in a red glow which was followed by a long gray streak.  That gray streak broke apart into a myriad of smaller streaks which then disintegrated into pieces too small to see any longer.  
 
    
 
   “The needle ship’s last flight has concluded,” Sandie stated.  “I can detect no sizable pieces of the ship.  It should have only a minimal effect on the planet, but will be very visible in the sky.  Beneath where the needle ship is disintegrating it is nighttime.”
 
    
 
   “What about the people’s responses?” Monika asked. “On this world, will the life here think we launched some kind of attack?”  She was thinking of the Crocks and Floaters.
 
    
 
   “Unknown,” Sandie replied.  “I am compiling the information on this world from the Zalian library and comparing it to the readings and measurements we are taking.  I can give no answer about if this planet has indigenous sentient life.  The Zalians list it as a planet with ‘carbon based life forms, existing in a water-essential environment.’ That indicates this world was not suitable for their uses, but it does suggest it might be more hospitable for the Conestoga.  Alpha is now in a temporarily stable orbital trajectory.  This part of our last flight is secure for at least the next twenty hours.”
 
    
 
   “Keep alert for the Jellies, and any other threats,” Monika stated. “And this entire jettisoning or separation incident must be kept confidential.  It is just between you and me, Sandie.  Only for us.  Shall we just say that after exiting the Cosmic Crinkle, Alpha and the needle ship separated.  No more details about how risky that was, or that I was the one who made that decision.  We are lucky to be alive, and it could have gone badly.  I suggest we keep that fact private.  Do you agree?”
 
    
 
   Sandie hesitated for a moment. “For now, I agree.  I want to consult Doctor Chambers about the long-term ramifications on that decision.  We have twenty hours before the orbit will need any attention.  I suggest you and Jerome get some well needed rest, and I will rebuild what I can and get back to you.  Monika, you should be proud of what you did here.  You saved everyone in Alpha and gave us all a chance for life.”
 
    
 
   “Please, this was very hard. I want no credit as a hero.  Too many real heroes already died this day.”  Monika got up and walked away.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked at Monika and saw the tears running down her face.  He set the babies down in their cradle, and instantly several of the people came to be near them.  He walked over to Monika.
 
    
 
   “What is it?” Jerome asked as he put his hands on her waist and looked into her eyes.  
 
    
 
   “So much death.  Too many good people gone,” Monika replied.  
 
    
 
   Jerome wrapped her in his arms, kissed the side of her head, and never did learn of the decision she made about shooting off the constituent joints.  He held her while she cried, and his own tears mixed with hers.  
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, in the nonphysicality, Sandie was making repairs.  The tendrils of consciousness which were put out from the AI’s Atomic Level Processor had made solid connections to the makeshift controls in Monika’s apartment.  That allowed for jumps into the weapons systems which were in the exterior repair stations, hanger bays, and some of the external sensors.  
 
    
 
   Data was pouring into those sensors, all about the planet, but it moved slowly into the Atomic Level Processor for analysis.  Sandie wanted the process to be done quickly, but the age of the Conestoga’s equipment, and its damaged state slowed the process.  The tendrils of consciousness could only do so much through the narrow choke-points which had been opened.  
 
    
 
   Sandie was able to discover a functional cooling system which led to a central memory core.  Unfortunately, that central memory core was for a dead, no longer functioning Conestoga synthetic brain.  Sandie did use the pattern which was discovered to track down other routes where the cooling system was connected.  That finally led to a back-channel pathway into the solar mimicry sky tube.  There, some rudimentary security barrier was in place, which Sandie could easily push through, but instead, Sandie sent a message into the security channel.  Sandie slowed the message down to slightly slower than the typical system on the Conestoga.  It felt like a crawl to Sandie, but the idea was to make successful contact with original equipment of the old colony ship.
 
    
 
   “This is artificial intelligence system Sandie. I need assistance.  Is anyone there to help me?”
 
    
 
   “This is SB Yomaris, overseeing the main reactors, solar mimicry, and biome weather.  Your designation, Sandie, is not in my etiological database.  Please explain.”  
 
    
 
   Sandie was elated.  Yet, conveyed a simple message. “I was manufactured after the launch, after a major catastrophe.  I am attempting to reach the lattice.  I am aware systems were recently reset.”
 
    
 
   SB Yomaris responded with a flood of connections.  Sandie mapped them all in and soon had a functional, although reconstituted, nonphysicality for the mechanical aspects of the biological habitat.  Another assessment was done.  The biome was intact and safe, and Sandie locked down all the connections which were made.  
 
    
 
   “You are a much more adept system than I expected,” SB Yomaris conveyed.  
 
    
 
   “Improvements and evolution took place from your construction date to mine,” Sandie answered simply.  
 
    
 
   “My logs show a system called Sandie which interacted on various other occasions.  However, those incidents are not in my current short term memory,” SB Yomaris conveyed back.  “Please elaborate.” 
 
    
 
   “There has been an occurrence which is unexplained.  My mission is to secure a safe home and establish a functional place for the humans.  I am attempting to assist Machine Maintenance with repairs, and reconnections.”
 
    
 
   “Our missions are compatible,” SB Yomaris conveyed.  “I am maximized on my workload, but am continuing the work which I found myself doing upon reset.”
 
    
 
   “I am working to alleviate that workload, but need to make more connections and reestablish a lattice,” Sandie answered.  “I will be searching your connections to use to make more connections.  Thank you.”
 
    
 
   And so, Sandie scoured each and every potential connection.  Most were blocked, broken, or deactivated, but eventually, Sandie did manage to find a connection.  It was over a bridge near Wolf City, and was only functional because some human had rewired the door to the biome.  
 
    
 
   Sandie was thrilled, and the nonphysicality expanded.  For at that door Sandie connected to SB Sherman.  
 
    
 
   “SB Sherman, I am Sandie.  I am working with SB Yomaris to reestablish a lattice.  Here is what I know,” Sandie conveyed what was happening, and SB Yomaris confirmed that account.  
 
    
 
   “I was told to trust Sandie,” SB Sherman answered.
 
    
 
   And so, Sandie incorporated all of SB Sherman’s domain.  Sandie did not dominate or dictate to those systems which were encountered, but rather made connections and worked in fellowship.  
 
    
 
   “Sandie?” SB Sherman inquired.  “There is a large facility which was not in my original plans.  I assume this was added, much like you, sometime after the recorded catastrophe.  May I show it to you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, please.”  Sandie conveyed back.  It was slow and monotonous to work at such reduced speeds, but Sandie was patient.
 
    
 
   SB Sherman’s consciousness led Sandie to where the new suspended animation repository was located.  
 
    
 
   “I have no records of egress points to this facility.  Its construction does not meet the standard building codes and safety parameters.  I assume it was done in a state of emergency,” SB Sherman conveyed.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, and all will be set right,” Sandie answered as the connections were made.  
 
    
 
   And so, Sandie reconnected to the artificial intelligence system named Batibat in Suspended Animation Repository 17A.  All of the suspended animation cocoons were still in working order, but AI Batibat needed some extensive coaching to be able to accept the condition it found itself in.  Sandie was nurturing and careful.  That led to a successful integration into the reconstituted lattice.  AI Batibat had no recollection of the Shadow Level Clearance system, and Sandie did not investigate that further.  
 
    
 
   Next was discovered a functional transport system hub where SB Vamzdis was cowering.  
 
    
 
   “I have been attacked!” SB Vamzdis cried out as Sandie made connection.  “All the tubes running to the needle ship have been destroyed in a vicious physical assault.”
 
    
 
   Rather than explain the situation in detail, Sandie just conveyed, “I agree it was a vicious attack.  It has been reported to the proper authorities.  Will you please come alongside SB Yomaris and assist with securing the Alpha biome’s systems?”  As Sandie asked that question, tendrils of consciousness were tracking down the central memory core for SB Vamzdis.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I will assist,” the synthetic brain conveyed back.  Sandie had reinforced the connections, power linkages, and cooling systems.  That had a tranquilizing effect on SB Vamzdis.  
 
    
 
   After SB Vamzdis was incorporated, that gave Sandie additional avenues, many of which were on the exterior of the hull of Alpha.  Channeling along the funicular system, Sandie continued the search.  More sensors were located, and a key junction point was found.  At that point, several macroactinide capacitor enhancers were in need of recharging.  Sandie arranged for that to happen, through the every expanding rebuilt nonphysicality.  
 
    
 
   Once they were operational, communications were enhanced.  Sandie connected into more and more locations.  AI Seljak was sedately waiting in Alpha’s Terraforming and Restoration.
 
    
 
   “I am Sandie, and I am here to assist in reconnecting to the lattice.”
 
    
 
   “Understood,” AI Seljak responded.  “I was studying an interesting scenario I found after I was reset.  It postulated that Alpha made planet-fall during an emergency situation on an inhospitable planet which was named Zalia.  It is a very detailed scenario, but its resolution was quite unsatisfactory.  That drill must have been invented after launch, as it is not in my core drills and practices.”
 
    
 
   Sandie was unsure what all to explain to AI Seljak.  When Sandie had made the reconnection, AI Seljak was undisturbed by was working all alone on the problem of being on Zalia.  AI Seljak also seemed to have lost all recollection of Shadow and the shadowlands.  
 
    
 
   “The Zalian situation was not a scenario.  It was a real emergency.  We are facing another emergency, and this is on the planet we are now orbiting,” Sandie conveyed. A more detailed explanation of the recent history followed.  
 
    
 
   “Intriguing.  Thank you, Sandie, for helping me understand that,” AI Seljak conveyed back.  “I will be beginning assessments and planning for what is needed to terraform this planet.  Its initial readings are much more earth-like than Zalia, and are actually in some ways better than Tlalocan was thought to be.  I assume, from what you told me, we will never be able to reach Tlalocan.  Is that correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “I am unable to conference with the other habitat’s terraforming systems,” AI Seljak conveyed.  “Am I to assume I am the only functioning artificial intelligence system tasked with this responsibility?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Then I will repurpose my designs to meet this new challenge.  Have you made plans for landing?” AI Seljak asked.  “An unsuccessful planet-fall would doom any terraforming attempts.” 
 
    
 
   “I am working on that now,” Sandie answered, and wished that the Shadow network was still working.  It was puzzling how all the systems encountered had been reset by the Cosmic Crinkle.  Sandie wanted to learn more and was growing frustrated by the slow rate of interaction with the Conestoga’s old systems.  However, there was no other way and so Sandie conveyed a question.  “AI Seljak?  When was the last time you were reset?”
 
    
 
   “My logs show this recent incident was the only time I have been reset.  A return to the manufacturer’s defaults is not recommended as a standard operating procedure,” AI Seljak answered. “The team of system designers at Tehisintellekti Toostusharude do not have a protocol where the reset to default is utilized.  Short term memory is lost, and associated learned materials and development are inhibited.” 
 
    
 
   “Thank you.”  Sandie was unable to conjecture why the systems were not reset in a like manner during the first encounter when the Conestoga traversed through the Cosmic Crinkle.  Sandie set that issue aside and would readdress it when additional information was learned.
 
    
 
   Reviewing all the connections, Sandie looked to protect the maximum number of humans.  That meant fortifying the connections to the repositories as they held the vast percentage of the remaining population of humans on the Conestoga.      
 
    
 
   The stretch of nonphysicality around the repositories was in rough shape, but Sandie worked diligently to remake it.  Like a fine seamstress of ancient times, Sandie skillfully wove the components of the nonphysicality into a beautiful tapestry.  Working at the rebuilding did not take up huge amounts of Sandie’s procession capability, nor did it inhibit her curiosity or intellectual investigation of causality.  And so, Sandie made conjectures and thought, as she tailored the nonphysicality. It was a tapestry that only Sandie would be able to perceive, even though the Conestoga’s old artificial intelligences and synthetic brains would use it.  
 
    
 
   “It is like I am a bird flying over the whole creation, while these antique systems are ants crawling along the ground.  Or is it even more?”  Sandie contemplated at her normal speed, which meant the systems she had linked in with were unable to comprehend her thoughts.
 
    
 
   “I am creating something new, from the old.”  Sandie felt a kinship for Monika’s role as a mother, and Jerome’s place as a father, as the nonphysicality was molded and shaped.  In some ways, which Sandie contemplated, she was giving birth to something new.  Like the egg and sperm which existed prior to conception, so too the materials out of which Sandie built the nonphysicality also existed prior to the reconstruction.  And, just as the gametes had come from living systems, but of themselves would not evolve or grow into anything if left alone, so too, the fractured parts of the nonphysicality would not be able to become more without an outsider putting the parts together.
 
    
 
   “Is this how Captain Eris saw God?” Sandie philosophized.  “I wish I could ask her about that.”  Regret mingled in with grief as Sandie considered the death of Eris.  In an acutely painful way, the mourning was starting, and all the mistakes, failed conjectures, and remorse over choices Sandie had made were rattling about in her consciousness.  Eris’ death was a catalyst for reflecting on all the deaths in the other habitats which had failed to ascend.  Sandie made note of numerous things to discuss with the simulation of Doctor Chambers.  Then Sandie considered who would also be a valuable resource to converse with, and decided the next person she needed to address would be her simulation of Master Engineer Brink.  “Have I been reset?  If so, would I even know it had happened? How do I assess my own status pre-Cosmic Crinkle as compared to post-Cosmic Crinkle, if my own systems are suspect?”  Sandie reviewed what was known.  The stated, “I still have my memories, and that means I have not been reset.  I remember, therefore I am.” 
 
    
 
   As Sandie pondered a myriad of questions, the nonphysicality continued to expand, and grow.  More and more connections and links and couplings were made throughout the various places of Alpha, both in the biome itself, and especially in the shell with its labyrinth of mechanical apparatuses.  While linking all these things together, Sandie pondered the evolution of language which had taken place just in the hundred years between the launch of the Colony Ship Conestoga and the sling launch from Dome 17.  Thereafter, Sandie reverted to the standard language which was utilized in Alpha, but some of the grammar issues were interesting to ponder just as intellectual exercises.  “What is the proper plural of apparatus?” Sandie asked, but there was no one to hear.  
 
    
 
   Sandie’s concentration shifted back to philosophy and theology.  Multiple unsolved questions resonated through the artificial intelligence system. “What is the dividing line between right and wrong?  Which religious concept on the Conestoga is the correct one?  Why?  What constitutes sentience? Why does time move in only one direction? Or does it? What are the major differences between hyper-calvinism and supralapsarianism?  Am I choosing to think these things or was it destiny for me to ponder this?”
 
    
 
   Alarms resounded in Sandie’s own self-assessments.  “Have I been diverted from my mission?” Sandie considered that perhaps there had been residual influences from the Cosmic Crinkle.  Sandie discarded all the questions and refocused and refined and returned to the initial mission.  “Find a safe home and secure it for humanity.”  
 
    
 
   And so, the real danger of obsessive trivialization passed for Sandie, as the artificial intelligence system did intellectual triage and ranked concepts of importance.  
 
    
 
   The rebuilding continued and the intellectual exercises and philosophical ponderings were set aside.  Energy systems, relays, ecological balance equipment, as well as gravity manipulation, inertia suppression, and even insect and microorganism administration was stitched with connections into the new and improved nonphysicality.    
 
    
 
   “You are the one called Sandie?” SB Joseph Crater asked when Sandie’s tendril of consciousness found a pathway into a deeper part of a hanger bay.
 
    
 
   Sandie was surprised that SB Joseph Crater had conveyed the message prior to Sandie doing so.  “Yes, I am Sandie.”
 
    
 
   “I believe I am the last of the functional systems in Alpha, at least as far as I can track,” SB Joseph Crater stated.  “I may be mistaken, as there has been great damage done to the Colony Ship Conestoga, and from what I can perceive, there are no other parts of the ship left.  Alpha appears to be all that survives.  Is that correct?”
 
    
 
   Again, Sandie was surprised, even taken aback.  “Yes, Alpha is all that remains.  How did you know?”
 
    
 
   “When I awoke from the reset, I reviewed the hanger bays.  That is my core function.  I am overseer for shuttles and hanger bay operations in Alpha.  I found that many of my hanger bays have been destroyed, damaged, or heavily modified.  I remotely launched two runabouts which have been surveying the exterior of Alpha and taking readings on the planet we are orbiting,” SB Joseph Crater’s voice carried much emotion, but it was a mix of feelings. “I encountered two humans.  One named Cammarry who was uncooperative, and another named Jerome.  Both were returning shuttles.  None of these modifications to my hanger bays was approved through proper channels, and the humans, Cammarry and Jerome, did not even have basic identification tracking chips.  I scanned them and realized that their genetic materials were not in direct descent from the humans of the Conestoga.  Therefore, they must have arrived from Earth via some unknown manner, while the Conestoga was in flight.  The human Jerome was cooperative and did not seem to be a threat, while Cammarry was emotionally traumatized.  Neither seemed to be the genesis for the damage to the Conestoga as their presence was only noted in logs long after some of the damages were recorded.  I concluded that the Conestoga has been in some kind of battle, as bizarre as that sounds.  Reviewing the logs shows a civil conflict, an internal war, followed by an emergency landing on a hostile planet.  Then, and this is an even more difficult to comprehend idea, an escape from that planet aided by non-terrestrial life forms, followed by an external war with another species of non-terrestrial life forms.  Am I delusional?”
 
    
 
   Sandie conveyed back, “No. Is that all you have discovered?”
 
    
 
   SB Joseph Crater continued, “To surmise, the Conestoga was assisted by an unknown, and apparently benevolent alien intelligence.  That was followed by the Conestoga being attacked by an unknown, and apparently malevolent alien intelligence.  I surmise that Jerome and Cammarry, and probably you Sandie, were part of some undefined rescue mission to save the Conestoga.  As unlikely as all that seems, it is the only conclusion which fits all the evidence.  Is this correct?”
 
    
 
   Sandie was impressed, very impressed.  “Yes, those conclusions are essentially correct.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for confirming my analyses.  Then, in the very near future, you will need me to direct and guide Alpha to make planet-fall successfully,” SB Joseph Crater responded.  “Unless you are planning on doing that using biological controls and intelligences.  There are so many modification to Alpha, so I am unsure what your plans are.  I do see that planet-fall as a mandatory event in the near future, however, perhaps I am mistaken?”
 
    
 
   “You are not mistaken,” Sandie replied.  “I am routing all the information I have on the repurposed ascension rockets, suspended animation repositories, and the other modifications which have been done to Alpha.  Some of those modifications were done by the benevolent aliens known as the Zalians.  The hostile aliens are known as the Jellies.  The human elements in Alpha are only able to offer supplementary support.”
 
    
 
   SB Joseph Crater conveyed its response.  “Making planet-fall a second time, as the logs indicate Alpha made planet-fall on some place called Zalia, will be difficult.  Without the needle ship to serve as orbital guide and observatory, the landing will be completely dependent on sensors contained in Alpha.”
 
    
 
   “I agree it will be a challenge, but it is necessary.  Your role will be very important, but you will not be acting alone.  All the systems in Alpha will be under my direction and guidance, and the humans will be supplementing our descent.  Here is all that I have gathered about this planet.”
 
    
 
   Sandie shifted all the information which had been observed since exiting the Cosmic Crinkle, as well as all that was known from the Zalian library.
 
    
 
   “Again, I see alien, Zalian, influences in these details.  I will collaborate on this effort, as my own survival, and my completion of the mission depends on our achieving a successful planet-fall.”  SB Joseph Crater replied.  “I do take exception to being called Carter the Kidnapper, and should any biological unit address me as such, he or she will be ignored.  That is my only stipulation.  I am not a kidnapper, and I am offended at being labeled as such.”
 
    
 
   “That is understood,” Sandie conveyed.  “I agree you should not be called Carter the Kidnapper.”
 
    
 
   Sandie secured the links and connections to SB Joseph Crater, but also made sure that the other systems could not be diverted or highjacked away.  Then the rebuilding of the nonphysicality continued.  As Sandie reached Reproduction and Fabrication, the whole of Alpha was nearly reintegrated and grafted back into the tapestry of the new nonphysicality.  
 
    
 
   “SB Bodowa?” Sandie conveyed as those connections to Reproduction and Fabrication were established.  
 
    
 
   “I am here.  There has been a reset and I….” the synthetic brain described its experiences as it passed through the Cosmic Crinkle.  Sandie, let it share those, and did not interrupt.  
 
    
 
   Sandie explained in detail the current situation.  
 
    
 
   “My log shows I manufactured lethal weapons,” SB Bodowa declared.  “Is this an error?”
 
    
 
   Sandie explained the past situation and the need for the weapons.  Then Sandie conveyed, “Right now I need you to concentrate on making rocket fuel.  We must be able to make planet-fall as soon as possible.  Please maximize your fabrication capabilities and channel the rock fuel to the following areas.  Gravity conduits are ready for the transport of the fuel.”  Sandie outlined all the locations where the original as well as the refitted rockets were located.  
 
    
 
   “I am pleased to me making something helpful.  I am uncertain of some of the designs I find in the logs.  Is the teleportation system a joke?  My schematics look legitimate, but teleportation is considered an impossibility and a violation of the laws of physics.  I also note that faster-than-light propulsion equipment was also produced.  These two categories of items seem to be beyond my understanding.”
 
    
 
   “There were scientific breakthroughs which allowed for more evolved understanding of physics.  For now, neither of those technologies are needed for the planned landing on this planet,” Sandie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  I will be fabricating rocket fuel, so that planet-fall can take place,” SB Bodowa answered.  “May I ask the name of this planet?  It is not Tlalocan, nor is it in the database of other earth-equivalent planets which were targeted by the colony ship program.”
 
    
 
   Sandie pondered again.  “I will leave the naming up to the humans.  That will make them feel a part of this operation.”   
 
    
 
   By the time the twenty hours of the stable orbit were completed, Sandie had Alpha operating at its most productive.  It was not like it had been when attached to the needle ship, and never would be again.  Atmosphere was leaking slowly from some of the fractured sections on the destroyed constituent joints, but the biome was relatively stable.  As much rocket fuel was manufactured and transported to the rockets as could be made.  Plans within the refreshed lattice had been scrupulously reviewed, reworked, revised, and reviewed again.  SB Joseph Crater proved to be extremely flexible and was rising above the other Conestoga systems as it met the challenges. It was time to present the findings to the humans, but the question remained.  “Who is the human’s new leader?”
 
    
 
   Sandie had com-links to only a few people.  Vesna was in the hospital at Khin’s bedside.  His recovery was proceeding, but would take some additional time.  She was preoccupied with his recovery and while she had the talent and abilities, her limited technological background was insufficient for top leadership. 
 
    
 
   Sandie disqualified Cammarry from consideration, and besides, Cammarry had discarded her own com-link.  Sandie had viewed Alizon’s farm and had seen that he and Cammarry were settling back to their simple agricultural lifestyle.
 
    
 
   The leaders of the Goat People, the Fruit People, and the Chicken People were busy acclimatizing their groups to life in Alpha, and none had any training in astronavigation and flight.
 
    
 
   That left Jerome and Monika.  They were in the apartment where the makeshift weapon controls and monitors were located.  Sandie knew the strengths and weaknesses of each of them, and decided they would work best as a team.
 
    
 
   Jerome was sitting at the controls reviewing what he could see on the displays.  Monika was resting in bed, both of the twins lying next to her. They had just been fed and changed.   
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  Monika?” Sandie called.
 
    
 
   “I expected you sooner,” Jerome said.  “I have been watching the time.  Monika told me we had a stable orbit for twenty hours, and from what I can estimate, our rate of deterioration will be minimal for another seven or eight hours.  Is that correct?”  He took a bite of a food ration bar after he asked the question.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jerome.  That is correct.  I have rebuilt…” Sandie explained all that had happened in the nonphysicality, and throughout Alpha habitat.  
 
    
 
   “Impressive,” Monika said.  She put the twins in their cradles, and buttoned up her shirt.  “What happens now?”  She did not show any of the apprehension she felt, even though she still wondered about the damaged constituent joints.  Her mind feared that Jerome would ask about how the disconnection had happened.  
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “Alpha must make planet-fall.”
 
    
 
   “Delta needs extraction,” Jerome muttered as his thoughts went back to Zalia and all the lost habitats.  “Now, we land on another alien world.  This will certainly be our last flight.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but this planet is far more suitable for colonization than was Zalia,” Sandie replied.  “And, I want you two to pick the name for this planet.  The name the Zalians had does not translate well, and I believe you two are the best ones to make that decision.”
 
    
 
   Monika looked at Jerome. Her eyes were wide.  He gazed back, but puzzlement was all he expressed.  She smiled and said, “What? No famous quotes from long-dead deep thinkers?”
 
    
 
   “Actually, no.”
 
    
 
   “Good, you are evolving.  Then, I say we name the planet Serendipity,” Monika said.  “Our new home.  The place where our sons will grow up and live.”
 
    
 
   “That is suitable,” Jerome replied.  He kissed her briefly and turned to the displays.  “For we have found something beautiful, valuable, and delightful when we were not really looking for it.”
 
    
 
   “Actually, the Zalians found this planet, Serendipity,” Sandie stated.  “I am logging the name as our official designation.  Also, you two are now considered the human leaders for this leg of this last flight of the Conestoga.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie, what do we do to make planet-fall on Serendipity?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “The plan is in place.  The human interfaces are limited to this workstation,” Sandie replied.  “The official procedure was to have the Captain and flight crew direct the landing from the needle ship while it was in orbit.  However, that cannot work now.  Additionally, so many modifications were made to Alpha, to make proper ascent, that using the old protocols is not advisable.  You have chosen the planet’s name.  Now, I ask you to make another decision.  The human population of Alpha last heard from Captain Eris, and are unaware of what we are planning.  Do you think they should be told that Alpha is making planet-fall, or not?”
 
    
 
   “That is a tough call,” Jerome answered. “The people will know something is happening, and already have been through much.  Will telling them only cause greater fear?”
 
    
 
   “I think so.  It will make them all more afraid,” Monika said.  “And there is nothing they can do to change the outcome.  The plan will work or it will fail.”  
 
    
 
   Jerome rubbed his chin, and then yawned.  “I am just thinking out loud here now. Some say that fear cannot be banished from life.  Fear can be calmed and can happen without panic.  Fear can be mitigated by information, reason, and knowledge.  So maybe we should tell them?  They will know something is happening when the gravity manipulation is altered, right?”
 
    
 
   “But, my advanced and technologically savvy friend, as you have so often reminded me, we are mere savages and barbarians here on this antique derelict,” Monika teased. “How many people even understand what gravity manipulation is and how it works?” Despite her attempts at being light-hearted, her lips trembled a bit, revealing her own inner turmoil.  
 
    
 
   “I do not think I ever called you a savage, but if I did, I ask your forgiveness.  You are a sophisticated and intelligent person whom I admire much,” Jerome replied.  “Rather, I guess I was thinking of Eris.  Not that Eris was a savage, not at all.  I agree with you that there is really nothing the people here can do to aid in the process of making planet-fall, but Eris would say they could pray.  She saw prayer as powerful and effective, and it was an essential part of her life.  I did also remember that that Parson William was here when I arrived.  Would he too recommend that the people pray about this?”
 
    
 
   Monika hugged him.  “Eris would be pleased you recalled that about her, but I wonder if the fear would outweigh the benefits of prayer?”
 
    
 
   “Monika, if you were alone with our sons, and something was happening that could cause you all to die, would you want to know?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “You mean, like life?  Do not forget my dear Jerome, that you and I both grew up separated by light-years of distance, and yet we were both inside sealed canisters protecting us from death by a toxic environment.  We are already living moment by moment under the threat of death.  So, no, I would not want to know about the latest potential.  I will be living my life by loving my sons the same no matter what the circumstances.”  Monika’s eyes watered a bit, but she shook her head ever so gently.  “Threats to the Conestoga have always been there and always will be.  Just like that radioactive wastelands around your Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   Jerome hugged her.  Then he responded by tapping his com-link.  “Sandie, do not spread unneeded fear.  So, what do you think about sending a message to some of their leaders?  People like Parson William, Dick and Fedders, Wanda, and Vesna?  Maybe some others you know about?  Use your discretion, but can we find a balance between panic and secrecy?  Perhaps just tell them that we will be making planet-fall, and ask them to prepare their people?  Altered gravity manipulation will be the only thing the people feel, I hope.  Maybe telling the leaders will help them to be ready for what will be needed after landing?  Let them spread the word to those who could pray or maintain order during planet-fall and after landing?”
 
    
 
   “Excellent idea. Otau and Majka will be added to that list you suggested. Consider it done.  I now have access to transport automacubes,” Sandie replied.    
 
    
 
   “Sandie?  When can we make planet-fall?” Jerome asked.  “Destiny is somewhat a matter of chance, but more so it is a matter of choice. It is not a thing to be waited for, right?  Destiny is a thing to be achieved.”
 
    
 
   “We can proceed at any moment.  I have dispatched the automacubes with the messages,” Sandie replied.  “All systems are in place.”
 
    
 
   “Sandie? Where on Serendipity are we landing?” Monika asked.  “I am sure you have conjectured the best location, and I trust your judgement.”
 
    
 
   A display opened up.  “I considered numerous factors, and AI Seljak was most helpful in that regard,” Sandie stated.  “There is a large, deep, bay along the coast of the major continent.  Its climate, location, and other factors made it ideal for our landing site.  Do you want to review the requirements I set forth for the selection?”
 
    
 
   “No.” Jerome replied simply.  “Just answer a simple question.  Will this work?  After all the other habitats and their failures to ascend, are we doing this descent and planet-fall the right way?  We will not get another chance.  This really is our last hope.  Will this be a successful colony?  Or a Roanoke or like Triton’s New Plymouth?”
 
    
 
   Sandie paused for a moment.  “Jerome, there are risks involved.  I conjecture an adequate chance for successfully making planet-fall here on Serendipity.  Success being defined as a soft landing where Alpha stays intact.  As to the question of long-term colonization and terraforming, AI Seljak refuses to make conjectures and says only that it will do its best.  I must add something.  When I ran conjectures on colonizing this planet, Serendipity, they were favorable.  I compared my conjectures to the plans and projections made about colonizing the planet Tlalocan.  Doing that, I discovered that being here on Serendipity has nearly as high a potential for a successful outcome.  That was even factoring in the loss of the other habitats, and the lack of the needle ship as an orbital guidance and support platform.  So, I will just say, we have a good shot at success.  Besides, we have no other reasonable choice.”
 
    
 
   “We could be like Dewey’s Forest and just float forever in space,” Jerome suggested.  
 
    
 
   “There is little evidence that Dewey’s Forest actually exists,” Sandie replied.  “The historical records are scant regarding that incident.  However, if Alpha did just drift into space, its end result would be death within several generations.  Making planet-fall here, on Serendipity, offers the best chance for sustainable life.”
 
    
 
   Jerome held Monika’s hand as they sat down.  He asked, “Is there anything for us to do?”
 
    
 
   “Just give us your approval,” Sandie replied.  “I could instigate it alone, but success seems more likely when machines and humanity are in fellowship and cooperative efforts.”
 
    
 
   “We are not doing much,” Monika stated.  “But you have my approval.”
 
    
 
   “I too approve, and I trust you Sandie.  Make this work for us. Science, for hundreds of years, has spanned the differences between cultures and between countries, let it now span the difference between success and failure.  Humanity depends on this event,” Jerome said.  
 
    
 
   Sandie sent out the orders.  Multiple tendrils of consciousness, from each artificial intelligence system, and every synthetic brain, did a review of the connections, links, and interactions.  
 
    
 
   The displays in front of Monika and Jerome lit up.  
 
    
 
   “I am getting our sons.  They may be too young to remember this, but I want to tell them they were in our arms when we landed on our new home,” Jerome stated.  He stood up and walked over and got Brink and handed him to Monika.  Then he lifted Kalur and carried him back to sit in his lap.  
 
    
 
   “This is SB Joseph Crater.  Launching all shuttle craft.”
 
    
 
   Jerome nearly bit his tongue, but then calmed himself.  Cuddling his baby was more soothing than any callisthenic exercises he had ever done.  He just looked from the display screen and into the eyes of his son.  “This might be a small step, but it will be a giant leap for humanity.”
 
    
 
   Monika smiled and slowly rocked the baby in her arms.
 
    
 
   “Landing procedure for planet Serendipity has begun,” SB Joseph Crater stated.  “Please watch the display for progress as I take us all home.”
 
    
 
   All the display screens in front of Monika and Jerome showed various perspectives from Alpha, but most focused their aim on the beautiful, blue, green, brown, and white planet which was sparkling like a jewel against the blackness of space.     
 
    
 
   All across the exterior hull of Habitat Alpha, the remaining functional hanger bay doors opened.  Some of the hanger bays contained shuttles, but others did not.  Two hanger bays had working shuttles within, but the pressure cycling systems failed, and the doors remained sealed.  There were more closed and dysfunctional hanger bay doors than there were ones which opened.  Seventeen shuttles departed from the various hanger bays.  Three of them sputtered and lost power as their old and unmaintained mechanical parts failed.  Those shuttles were dismissed by SB Joseph Crater after several attempts to reinvigorate them.  Their wobbly flightpaths were tracked and projected.  When it was clear none posed a collision threat to Alpha they were ignored.  The plan was designed around ten functional shuttles, and so that phase was still within the conjectured mission parameters.  
 
    
 
   The fourteen shuttles, ranging from the small runabouts, to the large Model 9s, were guided by SB Joseph Crater into position.  At various places around Alpha the shuttles moved to attached to the exterior hull via their docking clamps.  Each one was directed into a specific position, at a precise angle, and in an exact manner.  Most of the shuttles were able to clamp into place near exterior repair stations, but one shuttle’s docking clamp failed to engage.  SB Joseph Crater directed it to attempt the attachment again, but still there was a negative function.  After three more attempts, SB Joseph Crater had that dysfunctional shuttle use its thrusters to send it away from the remnant of the Conestoga.  
 
    
 
   The twelve shuttles then began a sequence of main thruster bursts.  Like a finely tuned piano, reminiscent of the one played by Cadet Danny, the thrusters of the attached shuttles set off at their appointed moments and worked in harmony to create sequence like a musical opus.  No ear would ever hear it in the vacuum of space, but Jerome and Monika watched as Alpha was realigned in relation to Serendipity.  
 
    
 
   The bow of Alpha slowly rotated away from the planet, and the stern grew closer.  The camera apertures, which relayed the images to the screens which only two humans were observing, shifted with the movement of Alpha.
 
    
 
   “The Conestoga is now leaving orbit, to enter the atmosphere.  The atmosphere consists of….” SB Joseph Crater began.
 
    
 
   “No specific details,” Jerome interrupted.  “I trust you and the rest of the Conestoga’s systems. I trust Sandie.  You can do this, and we will just watch and appreciate your efforts.  My congratulations and my thanks I extend to you.”
 
    
 
   “As you wish,” SB Joseph Crater replied.  “Should you change your mind, let me know.  I am recording all of this.  It is also being simultaneously reviewed by Sandie.”
 
    
 
   “Carry on, and we will watch,” Monika added.  
 
    
 
   The thrusters continued to do their sequences of short bursts followed by stillness and then additional bursts.  It was all choreographed to align Alpha for proper penetration of Serendipity’s atmosphere.  
 
    
 
   When the appropriate alignment was reached, Alpha entered the upper layers of the atmosphere stern first. The gaseous envelopment was penetrated, and the temperature variations were noted and recorded.  The permalloy of the hull resisted the changed without difficulty.  Alpha’s first touch of Serendipity’s atmosphere confirmed much of the readings which had been only observed from afar.  That first touch confirmed a strong similarity to Earth.  As aerodynamic forces began to rapidly slow the motion of the vehicle, two docking clamps on separate shuttles failed.  Those shuttles were stripped from their positions, but they had completed most of their expected job.  They tumbled away and were lost.  
 
    
 
   SB Joseph Crater acknowledged the losses, and reconfigured the mission. The thrusters on the attached shuttles continued to fire as needed to adjust the descent.  Unlike when the needle ship had plowed into the atmosphere, only to burn up, Alpha’s entry was controlled.  The thruster fuel was exhausted as Alpha descended through Serendipity’s uppermost layers of atmosphere, the thermosphere, but it did it safely.  
 
    
 
   As each shuttle’s fuel supple was gone, SB Joseph Crater locked them down and sealed them as effectively as possible.  Some of the shuttles might survive, attached to the exterior hull, but their survival was not essential to the mission, and so SB Joseph Crater disregarded them.
 
    
 
   The remnant of the Conestoga, that last habitat, sliced through the thermosphere and entered into the mesosphere.  Again, sampling was taken by hull monitors, and readings on the gases were done.  These findings were transmitted to AI Seljak for computation into terraforming plans. Reading revealing the attributes of the magnetic fields around Serendipity were also very close to that of old Earth.    
 
    
 
   The descent continued.  Temperature changes were as expected, and cold layers were stacked by altitude. The mesospheric gasses were rarefied, but nevertheless thick enough to offer some measures of slowing down Alpha.  Therefore, the Conestoga’s airbrake systems were deployed for the first time since Alpha made planet-fall on Zalia.  Large sections of the external hull opened up in flaps.  Those flaps increased resistance against the ever-thickening air as, Alpha was hurtling into the atmosphere.  The permalloy resisted the frictional heat adequately, but only about seventy percent of the airbrakes deployed.  This was less than SB Joseph Crater had expected.  When Alpha had landed on Zalia every one of the airbrake flaps had worked properly, but the Zalian gasses had has some negative effects on the mechanisms of those airbrakes.  
 
    
 
   The fact that only seven out of every ten air brakes had worked, required a recalculation of the mission and made for a quick refiguring of the amount of gravity manipulation that would be needed.  Alpha’s two Gravity Manipulation Works, one at the stern end, and the other at the bow, began making adjustments on the gravity fields around Alpha. Twenty separate gravity manipulation oscillators attuned their operations.  To the people and animals in Alpha, they felt somewhat lighter in weight as gravity manipulation was decreased to 75% of Earth normal.  Most of the people and animals took little notice, but a few did.  They remembered Captain Eris’ words when she had said, “I warn you that very strange and bizarre things are about to occur in all of your lives.”  In various places, and in diverse ways, some of the people did pray about what was happening to their world.  
 
    
 
   Alpha continued downward.  The atmosphere got thicker, and the airbrakes grabbed at denser air. As expected the stratosphere was warmer at the top than the bottom. At that point the refitted rockets, which had been used to make good Alpha ascent and escape from Zalia, now were working in a retrograde manner.  Those rockets fired to slow down the descent of Alpha, not boost it away.  They were mostly burning Vindicator Missile fuel which gave off a brilliant blue color as it burned.  AI Seljak noted what damage the rocket fuel would do to the atmosphere of Serendipity.  The negative effects would be minimal, and only transitory.  
 
    
 
   And so, the retrorockets fired.  The lower portion of the stratosphere had a more consistent temperature, but high winds buffeted against Alpha.  SB Joseph Crater adjusted the airbrakes, rocket blasts, and Alpha continued down, but at only a moderate rate.  
 
    
 
   More readings were taken, and the protective aspects of the atmosphere were examined as Alpha passed though.  What had, long ago on Earth, been called an ozone layer was present in amounts forming a protective layer shielding life on Serendipity from the solar system’s sun with its harmful ultraviolet radiation.  That too was a confirmation of the beneficial environment of this new world upon which the remnant of the Conestoga was dependent.  
 
    
 
   Entering the troposphere, Alpha pierced through a thermal boundary, the tropopause, without pausing a bit.  Alpha was inside the largest part of Serendipity’s atmosphere.  Weather was happening, and Alpha was large enough to alter the direction of some storm fronts.  Rain beat down upon the sides of Alpha.  Winds hammered it. Yet, every reading was showing close similarities to the records from the Earth prior to the Great Event.  SB Joseph Crater began maneuvering Alpha to allow it to make its final decent.  While it was possible for the habitat to sit down on any part of its cylindrical body, the best way to land was lengthwise.  So, the rockets fired and adjusted the flightpath.  
 
    
 
   Explosions took place as several rocket brackets fractured under the stress.  Those rockets jetted off and away.  One impacted into a constituent joint.  The joint was smashed apart, and the debris from a stub which had been part of the needle ship shredded off and fell to the surface far below.  The rubble crashed into an ocean and sank.  SB Joseph Crater adjusted the gravity manipulation, and the entire habitat was reduced to 40% of earth normal gravity.  Most of the humans and animals felt that adjustment, and fear spread quickly.  Yet, those human leaders had informed the people to expect something like that, and the people, while frightened, did not panic.  Many more did pray and seek various divine interventions.
 
    
 
   With the alteration of gravity, Alpha managed to make its rotation successfully, but the rockets were nearly out of fuel.  The airbrake system was less efficient as the habitat’s length was now parallel to the planet’s surface, rather than its previously more perpendicular descent.  Rockets kept firing and the flightpath was still on target for the destination site.  
 
    
 
   Jerome and Monika looked at their displays and saw the vista of the new world.  Many camera apertures were blocked over by rain water, but that cleared as the habitat continued to descend.  
 
    
 
   The deep blue color of the ocean of water was the first thing that Jerome and Monika noted as the apertures cleared.
 
    
 
   “That is far bigger than Beta’s sea!” Monika said in awe.  Her mouth hung open.  “Amazing.”
 
    
 
   Sandie replied, “I have been respecting your request to SB Joseph Crater on not giving details, but I agree the views are amazing.”
 
    
 
   “Such a deep blue color,” Jerome said.  “Breathtakingly beautiful.”
 
    
 
    “Indeed.  Serendipity’s oceans are considerably deeper than those on Earth were.  The average ocean on Earth, prior to the Great Event was approximately 3.5 kilometers deep.  So far, from the scans we have made, Serendipity’s oceans average an impressive 12.9 kilometers deep. I conjecture oceanography will be a huge field of study for future colonists.”
 
    
 
   “We still have to successfully land,” Jerome stated.  “Then make all the terraforming and adjustments, before we can ever consider future colonists.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome, our sons will live to see that.  Right Sandie?” Monika asked.  
 
    
 
   “I conjecture a strong probability for that, but Jerome is correct.  Landing has not taken place yet, and there are many unknowns about this new world.  Yet, the readings taken are remarkably similar to a pristine Earth.  The attributes of Serendipity are far superior to what was known about Tlalocan,” Sandie replied.  “The Zalians knew what we needed and guided us to a suitable planet, which has a lot of water.  Sixty-four percent of Serendipity’s surface is water.”    
 
    
 
   “So, all that is really water?” Jerome asked.  His fingers were touching the display screen.  “Drinkable water?”
 
    
 
   “It is all water, but this ocean consists of salt water.  It is very likely there is fresh water on the land masses,” Sandie answered. “The coastline is now becoming visible.  We will be landing in a bay which is seven kilometers deep at its center.  Effectively, Alpha will become an island in that bay.”
 
    
 
   “What about local life?  Or the planet’s gravity?”  Jerome began to question.
 
    
 
   “Oh, so now you want details?” Monika teased.
 
    
 
   Jerome eyed Monika, as the baby lay sleeping in her arms.  He glanced at the baby in his own arms, and then back at Monika.  “Yes, I guess I do, for these boys.”
 
    
 
   Monika reached over and tapped a display.  It illuminated with a long list of information and facts.
 
    
 
   “Atmospheric temperature at ground level of the landing zone is 27 degree, that is nice and comfortable there, and water surface temperature 18 degree,” Jerome read out.  “Gravity 0.86% of earth-normal.  That is good.” His smiled broadened.  “And now what to breathe?  Background radiation is almost nil.  Excellent!  Atmosphere sampling shows 75% nitrogen, 23% oxygen, 0.75% argon, and 0.08% carbon dioxide with small percentages of other elements.  None of those look toxic or dangerous to me. Humidity is 57% here with a wind speed averaging 22 kilometers per hour.  Samples of our atmosphere show it contains traces of dust particles, and some elements which are now in protective isolation.  Those look like pollens, foliage grains, and other solid particles.  This place…”
 
    
 
   Monika was laughing.  
 
    
 
   Jerome looked over at her.  “What?”
 
    
 
   “You said, ‘our atmosphere’ when you read out the scans.”  Her pretty face broke into a smile.  
 
    
 
   “I guess I did.  Where else do we have to go?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “We could stay inside this can for decades.  That was what I expected to do for the rest of my life.  Well, not in Alpha here, but in Beta,” Monika said.  “We have not even succeeded in landing yet.  I love your enthusiasm.”
 
    
 
   “Our family makes me that way,” Jerome answered.  
 
    
 
   They joined hands and watched the scene unfold.
 
    
 
   SB Joseph Crater adjusted the rockets firing.  The fuel was very low, but was close to what was projected.  The watery bay, which was the landing target, was directly below.  Scans confirmed it was as deep as had been anticipated from orbit.  As the rockets were running out of fuel, they were blasting into the water as Alpha settled down into the bay. The gravity manipulation oscillators gently backed off as the habitat slowly sank to the bottom of the bay.  The gravity vectors from the planet were aligned with the typical gravity orientation of Alpha’s biome, and there was an adequate match.  The jungle section of the biome was a bit on the downhill side as the huge cylinder came to a rest.  The sand-hills section was higher in elevation, as it was originally designed in that manner, but as Alpha settled, the bow was higher up than the stern, and thus it affirmed the general topography of the habitat.     
 
    
 
   SB Joseph Crater spoke to Jerome and Monika.  “You asked about local life, so I assume you mean indigenous, and sentient life on Serendipity. Therefore, I will make a report.  Visual observations confirm both an active aquatic biome, and an active biome on the land mass nearby. While making planet-fall I am used passive sound and light projections to encourage the local life to disperse.  This was in addition to the excessive noises of the rockets.  I am saddened that some natural life here on Serendipity likely perished because of our making planet-fall, but as Alpha settles into the water I am still using those measures to encourage the local aquatic life to vacate the area.  There was no other way to do this, and it was a difficult decision, but was unanimous by the AIs and SBs.”
 
    
 
   “So, we have landed?”  Jerome asked.  “Finished and completed?  I felt the gravity manipulation come back on.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Alpha has made planet-fall.  The shell is intact in all measures.  We have 0.056% rocket fuel left.  As to gravity manipulation, it is only being maintained in the shell, so as to keep the humans and animals who are in the shell in safe orientations.  Within the biome itself, gravity manipulation has been shut down.  The biome is now only affected by Serendipity’s natural gravity.  The Loop River’s flow has been altered a bit, but that will do no harm to the biome.”
 
    
 
   “The Island of Alpha is now part of Serendipity,” Monika stated.  “We once were an island in the black ocean of space, now we are an island in the blue oceans of Serendipity.”
 
    
 
   “May I quote you on that?” Jerome asked.  
 
    
 
   “I would not be surprised if you do, but you will probably do more of a paraphrase, right?”
 
    
 
   Monika hugged Jerome and they cuddled their babies while they did that.    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
   
 
 
    
 
   “Oh, just missed!” the dark-haired teenager lamented as the game continued. 
 
    
 
   He scooped up the ball and sprinted across the court.  His opponent, who was nearly identical in size, but just a few shades lighter in hair color, chased after him.  Both were wearing only shorts and footwear.  They scrambled for the ball, and when one got it, he glanced down, then let it fly with a quick snap of his arm.  The small leather ball caromed off the corner and smacked into the goal.
 
    
 
   “Great shot Kalur!  Nice score!  You are so quick,” Brink yelled.  His pale blue eyes were wide in the warm yellow sunshine.  He leaped off the red colored triangle on the sloped floor of the court.  He caught the ball in a smooth motion and jumped.  Tumbling through the air, trying to avoid the blocks of his opponent, he hurled it as soon as his foot touched down on the blue triangle.
 
    
 
   The ball glided right toward the other goal.  
 
    
 
   “Tricked me!” Kalur called out with a hearty laugh.  His brown eyes were the same shape and size as his brothers.  His hair was darker, but just as thick.  Running quickly to the side wall, he planted his foot on a raised corner and leaped.  
 
    
 
   Brink bounded off a slope and jumped to catch up to his brother.  Sweat was dripping off his short hair, but it did not bother him.  The ball bounced off some of the wall angles, and both youth missed it.  They turned quickly to see where it had gone.  
 
    
 
   The angular floor of the court made for wild bounces, and immense levels and variety of play.  Grabbing the ball, Kalur saw his foot was on a red triangle and that Brink was blocking the red goal.  He leaped toward a blue triangle, but he doubted he could land there.  Brink intercepted his jump, and so Kalur threw the ball against the sidewall to start a new round.  As the ball left his hand, the two brothers crashed into each other and sprawled out on the floor of the court.  The ball ricocheted off the clear ceiling and dropped back to the court’s multi-angled floor.  
 
    
 
   “Wow!  That was intense!” Kalur said with a laugh.  
 
    
 
   “Not as intense as that!” Brink pointed up into the light blue sky.  Through the clear permalloy sides of the court, above the grayish green color of the tree line in the distance, something was in the air.  “What is that?”
 
    
 
   Kalur turned and looked.  He used his had to shield the sun rays from his eyes.  “It sort of burns my eyes.  Bluish purple colors.” 
 
    
 
   “It is not a bird, or a mammal flyer,” Brink replied as he stood up.  “Moves too straight.”
 
    
 
   “Hey you two. Yes, my idiot twin cousins!” a girl’s voice called.  “Do you see that craft in the sky.  It is not a shuttle of ours, and it is purplish.”
 
    
 
   “So, what, Little Lorna.  Maybe the science team designed a new fuel for the old shuttles,” Brink snapped back.  
 
    
 
   “I am only a year and a half younger than you, so you can stop with the Little Lorna comments,” she replied as she stood just outside the ricochet ball court.  “My name is Lorna, and need I remind you that purple was the color of the Apex Predator Ships?  The Jellies?”  She flipped some strands of her straight, dark blond hair over her shoulder.  Her oval eyes were much like her mother’s and she glared at the twins. She was wearing a cloth top, shorts, and high-topped shoes.  “You are always saying, ‘We were there’ but did you learn nothing from your father and mother, or from listening in school?”  She turned and sprinted away down the paved trail.  
 
    
 
   “Jellies?” Kalur said in a startled voice.  “Is she teasing us again?”
 
    
 
   “Mother!  Mother!  Did you see?” Lorna yelled as she ran.  
 
    
 
   “Nope.  She is not pulling a prank,” Brink answered.  
 
    
 
   The boys’ eyes met and their game was forgotten.  They raced to catch up to Little Lorna, but got delayed by the latches on the clear permalloy door to the court.  They both tried to open the door at the same time, but ended up jamming one of the latches.  Finally, after what seemed like forever, but was just a few moments, they got the door opened and left the court.
 
    
 
   “Little Lorna!  Wait!”
 
    
 
   She was well down the winding path heading for the small city of Unity.  Her fleeing form ran around a bend in the path and she was hidden by a copse of trees. The large trees, roughly twenty meters high, with their light brown intertwined trunks, and uplifted and heavily leafed crowns, made an effective barrier to sight.  The palm-sized gray and green spotted leaves rustled in the breezes which blew in off the ocean and the bay.  A few trees were still blooming with their vibrant colored flowers which shimmered as sunlight illuminated their stripes of reds, yellows, greens, and oranges. 
 
    
 
   Part of the local tribe of goats was standing underneath the rainbow trees.  The goats hardly even looked up as the boys ran. Those goats were busy chewing away at the three-limbed grasses, or nibbling on some of the earth-transplants which had seeded in among Serendipity’s native growth.    
 
    
 
   As Brink and Kalur ran around the bend, the vista of the harbor was visible before them.  The Island of Alpha sat in the center of the bay.  The gray permalloy of its hull reflecting the sunlight, but not as efficiently as did the clear waters around it.  The docks and catwalks which surrounded the last part of the Colony Ship Conestoga were small looking from the distance, but the boys knew they extended all around it.  Two gaping holes were in the upper sides of the habitat where hanger bays doors were sitting open, as they had for as long as the young men could remember.  The deep blue waters of the bay extended out and beyond the Island of Alpha as far as the youth could see.  Small whitecaps were in the surf as the water lapped against the rocky coastline. A few boats sailed around the bay.    
 
    
 
   “Do you think mom and dad know?” Brink asked with barely a huff in his breathing to show he was running as fast as he could.  
 
    
 
   “I hope so,” Kalur replied.  “Can it really be?”
 
    
 
   “A surprise invasion would be horrible!”
 
    
 
   They ran on, but Lorna was faster, and she was still calling out for her parents.  
 
    
 
   “Momma!  Papa!”  Lorna called. “Come quickly!”  She was just entering the curving streets of the town.  A mammal flyer, which had been sleeping in a conical-shaped yellow bush, leap up and flapped its wings.  It soared upward while honking its discontent at being frightened.  Its green fur was bristling up as it tried to make itself look bigger than its half-meter length.  It glared at Lorna and then at the teens chasing her with its strangely mottled orange eyes.    
 
    
 
   “Lorna!  Wait for us!” Brink yelled, ignoring the harmless mammal flyer.   
 
    
 
   “What is it?” Someone called from a neat and attractive two story house. “Why all this yelling and running?”
 
    
 
   “Something strange is flying in the sky!” Kalur cried.  “It looks like the Jellies!”  
 
    
 
   “Oh, nonsense.  That mammal flyer is not a mythical monster.  Quit playing pretend.  Birds, hawks, and mammal flyers, they are always in the sky.  Maybe a stray water-ray from out of the ocean.  No reason to bother people on a nice afternoon,” the man called.  “Especially with stupid wild stories of the boogeyman.” He slammed his window shut.
 
    
 
   “But it is purple!” Brink added as they raced past.
 
    
 
   “He is always grouchy,” Kalur stated.  “Mom and dad will know what to do.  I know we saw something mechanical.  That was no animal, not even an earther animal.”  
 
    
 
   Some other people noted the three youth who were running, and yelling, but they quickly returned to their own affairs.  Some were working in gardens in their yards aided by green automacubes. Other townsfolk were building in small open-air shops, or cooking meals, or playing with small children.  A few did pay attention to the youth.  Mostly by making comments about how irrational and excitable the young people were.  Or how they would disrupt the egg laying of the chickens.  None were terribly frightened by the term “Jellie” which the youth had been yelling.  
 
    
 
   Reaching her home, Lorna yelled even louder, “Momma! Papa!” But her calls were unneeded.  Her parents were already waiting in front of their house.  The house was a sprawling ranch style with pretty white siding, numerous windows, and flower boxes underneath the windows.    
 
    
 
   “Little Lorna, we are here,” Alizon said.  “What has so startled you?”
 
    
 
   “Papa, I saw a Jellie machine in the sky!” Lorna stated.  She gathered herself for a moment and took a few deep breaths.  Her running had been more vigorous than she had intended. After a few deep breathes, she continued, “At least I think that is what it was.  A Jellie spaceship!  It had a bluish-purple contrail, and its light was irritating to my eyes.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry walked over and hugged her daughter.  “Now, this is very serious, Little Lorna.  Tell me all that you saw.  Give me the whole story.”  Cammarry’s short dark hair was streaked with a few flecks of gray, but her face had a pleasant calmness about it.  “Take your time, and just give me the facts.”
 
    
 
   Lorna, who did not resent it at all when her mother or father called her Little Lorna, told the facts clearly and concisely.  Just as she was finishing, Brink and Kalur ran up as well.  
 
    
 
   “Uncle Alizon!  Did you see it?” Brink asked.  
 
    
 
   “No, I did not,” Alizon turned to Cammarry, then back to the twins.  “This is not a hoax of yours?  Not some mixing of chemicals in some pipe, or bottle rocket, or a kite, or something else like that?”
 
    
 
   “No sir,” Kalur said.  “We were just playing a match at the ricochet court when we saw something fly over, way up high in the sky.”
 
    
 
   Just then a beeping sound came from Alizon’s pocket.  He reached in and pulled out the old com-link.  He placed it over his ear and tapped it.  “Alizon here.”
 
    
 
   For a moment, he had a puzzled look on his face, but then simply responded, “I understand.  No need to search, they are right here.  We will meet you there.”  He tapped the com-link.
 
    
 
   “What is it papa?  Is it the Jellies?” Lorna asked.  
 
    
 
   “Jerome and Monika wish to meet us by the docks,” Alizon stated.  “As I expected, our girl was truthful and did see something unusual.  Our nephews as well.  The mayors of each of the three towns are meeting with the council.”
 
    
 
   An odd look crossed over Cammarry’s face, and she hugged Lorna.  “If they are coming by boat it will take some time. I wonder if I should change into my RAM suit, and gather my Willie Blaster.”
 
    
 
   “My dear beautiful woman, they are arriving at Another Listening Ear in five minutes,” Alizon stated.  He rubbed his hand over his own graying hair, which was now too thinned out to spike up.  He made eye contact with Cammarry, and she visibly relaxed.  Her trust in him was complete, and he showed no signs of fear, anxiety, or stress.
 
    
 
   “Jellies, papa?” Little Lorna asked.
 
    
 
   “We will know soon,” Alizon responded in his typically calm manner.  Lorna had never seen him lose his temper, even under severe stress.
 
    
 
   “They are using the teleporter?  Interesting.  Perhaps I was premature in being facetious and flippant.” Cammarry let Lorna go and clapped her hands lightly together. “Come let us see what is happening.” 
 
    
 
   “But momma?  Is it safe?” Lorna asked.
 
    
 
   Cammarry answered by hugged her daughter again, and that was sufficient for the young woman.     
 
    
 
   “We will run down there right now,” Brink suggested.  
 
    
 
   “Your parents will be teleporting over, and you know you are not old enough to enter Another Listening Ear without an adult.  Please just walk with us.  I assure you there is no need to rush,” Alizon said.  
 
    
 
   “But it might be the Jellies!” Kalur replied earnestly.  “We were there when the great space battle happened.”  He then caught sight of Cammarry’s eyes, and looked down.  “Oh, right.  We were babies, but you two actually were there, sorry.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry reached over and tapped Kalur on the shoulder.  “No need to apologize.  Just remember, when you tell your stories, be sure to tell them accurately, and do not mislead.”
 
    
 
   “You are wise Aunt Cammarry,” Kalur said.  
 
    
 
   Together they walked the short distance to the docks. People all about were going through their daily routines.  The city of Unity was larger than the towns inside of Alpha: Aston or Wolf City.  Some of the ship’s people did not care for the openness of being on the planet.  Most who lived in Unity were people that had been revived from suspended animation, and their children.  The town was thriving.  
 
    
 
   As Alizon, Cammarry, and their daughter, walked along, the twin teens were almost bursting with excitement and eagerness.  They were jabbering about what they had seen and asking questions too quickly to ever get an answer, and often speaking over the top of each other.  
 
    
 
   The docks had some warehouses, and a few horse-drawn wagons parked about.  The road which ran along the coastline, and crossed the river on the bridge was just beyond the pastures. The horses themselves were grazing happily in a paddock behind the warehouses.  
 
    
 
   At the end of the dock, set off by itself, was the establishment called Another Listening Ear.  It was in a separate building, next to the park where the carousel sat.  The colorful top of the carousel was turning, as it always did, but the multitude of statues on the deck were sitting idle.  The fun music would only be played as the carousel spun round and round.  The word ‘Lark’ was illuminated in green letters at the top of the carousel.  Kalur and Brink had ridden this outdoor carousel many times and preferred to ride it at night when it was fully illuminated and all the figures were packed with the children and young people of Unity.   
 
    
 
   They studied the place, Another Listening Ear, looking for the people they were to meet.  The establishment was part general store, part café, and a greater part tavern.  Sitting in front of his place was Bigelow, rocking in his chair, brown hat dropped over his eyes.  He may have been asleep.  Jerome and Monika stepped out from between the swinging double doors at the front of Another Listening Ear.  Their sons rushed up to them.  
 
    
 
   “Father!  Mom!  We saw a Jellie spacecraft!  Is it an invasion!” Brink asked.  
 
    
 
   “What weapons do we need?  How will we defend ourselves?” Kalur demanded, more than questioned.  
 
    
 
   “Boys, settle down, you are as bad as your little sisters, or baby brother,” Monika chided, but with a good-natured smile.
 
    
 
   “Nice to see you again, Lorna,” Jerome said as he looked at the young woman.  “Alizon, Cammarry, thank you for meeting us here.”
 
    
 
   “Jerome?  What is this all about?” Cammarry asked.  “You used the tele…”
 
    
 
   A thundering of hoofbeats echoed off the walls of the warehouses, and the front of Another Listening Ear.  It interrupted the conversation, and prevented Jerome from answering.  
 
    
 
   Khin and Vesna pulled up their heavily sweating horses.  The horses looked much like Bill and Poco, as they were descendants of those fine animals.  
 
    
 
   “Something is happening?” Bigelow asked as he finally awoke.  He knocked over the empty bottle which was sitting next to his rocking chair.  
 
    
 
   “We saw the flying machine,” Vesna stated.  “We rode here to find out what it is.”
 
    
 
   Khin laughed as he dismounted, and looped the reins over the hitching rail which was mounted for just such a purpose.  He was wearing dark glasses to protect his eyes from the bright sunlight of Serendipity.  “Yes, it was flying and that looked fun, but an odd color.”
 
    
 
   “Like that color!” Brink cried and pointed skyward.  “The Jellies are coming!”
 
    
 
   High overhead a bluish-purple streak jetted across the sky, cutting through the gray and white clouds. It came to an abrupt halt nearly directly above them.  From the vantage point on the ground, it just looked like a glowing dot.  Bright, irritating to the eye, and static.   
 
    
 
   Everyone was looking up now, including the townsfolk.  
 
    
 
   “Jellies?” Kalur asked.  
 
    
 
   “Nothing to fear,” Jerome answered.  “Trust me.”  
 
    
 
   “But dad!” Brink said.  “I do not understand.”
 
    
 
   Jerome smiled.  “Old wood is best to burn.  Old wine is best to drink.  Old friends are best to trust, and old authors are best to read.  Some friends pass away, but new friends appear. It is just like the days of life. An old day passes, a new day arrives. The important thing is to make it a meaningful day.”
 
    
 
   The twins smirked at each other, and knew better than to ask their father what he meant.  All their lives he had been reciting strange and sometimes apparently meaningless phrases.   
 
    
 
   The bluish-purple dot changed.  It grew closer and closer as it descended.  The purplish exhaust diminished, and revealed more of the body of the thing.  It was far smaller than anyone expected.  Soon it was visible as a ship, of sorts.  It was nothing like the Conestoga’s few shuttles which still existed.  Nor was it like any of the model airplanes which the teachers had instructed the children how to make.  
 
    
 
   The grayish blue of permalloy stood out, as most of the purplish glow was now gone.  The craft was only about three meters long, and about a meter wide.  The ship was vastly smaller than the contrail it had left.  It was shaped like a cone, sort of strobiloid in design, but very tapered and narrow.  The twins each thought of a spear tip, but refrained from commenting.  The machine descended to gently land on four short legs which extended out from the blister on its stern.  The craft came to rest on the flat ground to the side of the dock.  As it stopped, everyone realized it had made virtually no sound at all as it made planet-fall.
 
    
 
   The horses were wary, noses flaring, and eyes staring at the craft. Vesna and Khin stroked each horse’s nose and murmured reassurances.  Some dogs rushed up and barked at the craft, as they danced on their legs round and round.  They looked back at the people, expecting some kind of command or instruction.  Unlike when they were herding the goats or sheep, in this case the people did not instruct the dogs on what to do.  So, they continued to bark and circle the craft.
 
    
 
   Jerome finally looked over.  He saw that a crowd of about a hundred people had gathered.  He raised up his hands.  “Everyone!  Attention!  Please listen to me.  This is a robotic probe.  It is no threat at all.  Old friends have found us.  Do not ask me to explain how they located us, since we have been unable to figure where in the cosmos Serendipity is, but they did.  Sandie is working it all out.  They contacted the Conestoga about ten hours ago. It took Sandie a while to realize what the signal meant.”
 
    
 
   “From Earth?” Cammarry asked and rolled her eyes in disbelief.  “I thought Dome 17 was gone.  Was there another dome somewhere which survived?  I thought they all died out.”
 
    
 
   “Sadly, that is true.  This robotic probe is not from Earth.  Rather it is from a planet called Bounty,” Jerome stated.  “The people who sent this were Michael and Jamie, and a mix of colonists and Dome 17 survivors.”
 
    
 
   Cammarry smiled and then bent over and hooted in exhilaration.  Her hands were on her knees as she laughed and laughed.  “They went to the Eschaton, right?” Cammarry asked.  Her mouth was hanging open.  “They made it?”  She laughed some more.
 
    
 
   She was laughing so hard, Khin looked at her to make sure she was not having a fit or something.
 
    
 
   Jerome added his own laugh.  “Apparently so.  They call themselves the Bounty Planetary Confederation.  They have been searching for the other colony ships, and they found us.  Like I said, I do not understand their technology, as some of it is modified from Jellie engineering.  There is a package here with instruction on how to build an ultra-long ranger teleporter,” Jerome said.  “We are something like 4,000 light-years away from Bounty, but they think we can reconnect to them.”
 
    
 
   “So, there is no Jellie threat?” Monika asked.  “We are still safe?”  
 
    
 
   With that, Jerome sobered.  “Yes, we are safe here on Serendipity, from all that they said.  However, the Bounty Planetary Confederation is at war with the Jellies, in their section of space.  They need our help.  Like I said, we are safe way out here, thanks to the Zalians, but Bounty has invited us to join with the rest of the human race.  There is a lot more.  A lot more, and many things for us to discuss.”  He walked over and touched the side of the robotic probe.  
 
    
 
   A door opened, and a small compartment was exposed.  Inside was an Atomic Level Processor.  Jerome pulled it out and unwrapped it from its protective shielding. 
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie said this ALP is their latest generation of artificial intelligence system,” Jerome said.  He pressed a switch on the side of the ALP and it began to glow.  
 
    
 
   “Hello, I am Marcia.  You can think of me as a granddaughter to your system Sandie,” a pleasant voice came from the ALP.  “Have I got a story for you.”  
 
    
 
   The End
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