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    Back from the dust 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dirt crumbling into the dust-filled wind was the color of Michael’s attitude.  It was tan, dry and lifeless.  He stomped his shoes again and columns of dust swirled away into the barren landscape.  He took one more dry-eyed look at the tan nothingness, for, even under the heavy goggles, his eyes felt dried out.  There was only so much tan a person’s eyes could tolerate.  Michael had seen more tan than he cared to remember.  The light was diluted and dirty as well.  The barren, tan, ground was only slightly darker than the tan air which made up the sky.  At night, the light was just sucked away into a sick brown color of unending sameness.  Even the fusion truck, which he had just parked in the exterior garage, was tan.  Nothing escaped being tainted by tan.  Tan was the lifeless dead color that surround him. 
 
      
 
    He turned back toward the entryway only giving the briefest glimpse upward toward the dome, which arched away into the tan sky.  Wind whipped dry particles of dust and grit past him, swirling around the dome.  Reaching to the sidewall, he popped open the control box, punched in his command codes and started the process to enter into the dome. 
 
      
 
    The entryway dilated.  He stomped a few more times for all the good it would do.  Then he entered the small outer lock.  A gush of air pushed past him.  The pressurized decontamination system had started.  He would follow it step by step.  Doing so would allow him to continue his entry into the dome.   The airlocks were not designed to equalize pressure, they were built to produce pressure gradients which kept things out of the dome.   The outer entry closed together with a snap.  The next door dilated open and he stepped forward.  The illumination came on and a storage bin slid open. 
 
      
 
    Taking the data stick out from his belt, he inserted the narrow information storage and processing device it into the slot where its information would be transferred to the appropriate people.  “I know you gathered what I saw, but it was not good,” Michael stated as the data stick flashed a bit.  Not as powerful or as interactive as an artificial intelligence, data sticks were used in many aspects of dome life.  Those transferred facts would then be incorporated into his personal report.  The physical data stick would not go any further than this slot in decontamination.  It would never be used again.   
 
      
 
    Michael dropped his hat, pulled the goggles off, and stripped off his hooded coveralls, socks, underwear and shoes.  The coveralls were soft and pliable, even though they contained radiation absorbing materials which had been standard issue for as long as he could remember.  Old timers spoke of enclosed suits and isolated air supplies, but that was before the RAM fabric was developed.   Taking up the goggles and the hat he looked at them and shook his head.  They were coated in tan.  He knew he would never see them again, they were radioactive and toxic, but regretted the waste of technology. He placed all his belonging into the storage bin.  Pushing the lighted button over the bin, it snapped shut.  The bin led to an incinerator where all his gear would be eliminated. 
 
      
 
    The next entryway dilated, and he again felt the rush of air come past his now naked body.  The air always flowed from the interior toward the exterior.  The next chamber was smaller than the last, and he stepped in and stood on the expanded metal of the floor.  As soon as he stepped into that chamber, the floor recognized his presence and signaled the door to close.   “Here it comes,” he muttered.  He felt the rinse begin.  He knew it was not water, that was far too precious for decontamination procedures, but he still felt wet as the mist enveloped him. 
 
      
 
    He then felt the warmth of the broad-spectrum lighting come on.  At first it was pleasant enough, but like in all things, that pleasure did not last very long.  Soon the heat was uncomfortable; not long after that, it became painful.  The pain intensified steadily.  Michael stoically remained expressionless.  The lights extinguished themselves just before the point of blistering skin, exploding eye balls, or scalded bones.  He knew he would have diarrhea later as a result of the internal cleansing that just took place, probably blood in his urine as well.  Just another typical mission.  Only this time he was alone in passing through decontamination.     
 
      
 
    A new bin opened, and his neatly folded dome clothing was inside.  He pulled on a shirt, underwear and pants, placed his feet into his shoes and stood still.  Only then did the last dilation happen.  Again, he was hit with gushing air as he stepped out of the entry portal and into the dome itself.  The dilation sealed itself behind him.  Marked only by the “Decontamination: Restricted Access” sign, the entry portal was hardly noticeable.    
 
      
 
    Michael Jacobs was back inside Dome 17.   He was home again.  Just one of the 1483 people who lived in this pimple of life on the cadaver of a planet, once known as Earth.    
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    Home sweet dome 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Michael made his way through the sterile hallways of Dome 17 toward his own apartment.  On the way, he encountered an associate. 
 
      
 
    “Hello Michael.  How was the journey to Dome 11?” A slender woman asked as she bounced up to him.  Her short hair was reddish, and her face covered in freckles.  A playful smile was on her lips.  Jamie was in the same occupation as Michael.  They were called adventurers by the Committee, and their numbers were down to only twenty.  There were currently six adventurers out on missions to other domes.  The adventurers were the only people who ever left the dome. 
 
      
 
    “Hi Jamie.  Outside was beautiful.  Clear blue sky, robins singing, and many dandelions chasing sweet little bunnies.” 
 
      
 
    “At least get your sarcasm accurate.  You are aware that dandelions were not carnivorous, but some type of flowering plant, right?” Jamie smiled again at Michael. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Dome 11 was as dead as the others were.  I did copy their records on my data stick, but it looks like they have been dead for at least a few years.  The outside wall was breached, and there were indications of explosions inside the dome.  Looked like a civil war again,” Michael reported in a detached manner. 
 
      
 
    They walked quietly for a while, Jamie’s muscular, lithe body smoothly in stride with Michael’s larger frame. 
 
      
 
    “So, there are no other operating domes that we know about? What about the rumors of underground bunkers and whatnot?” Jamie finally asked.  She wanted to know about how Michael’s going alone on the mission had been, but she hesitated to ask.   
 
      
 
    “Rumors like that are about as real as life outside the dome.  In Dome 11, even the biologicals in their sealed units were dead.  Some of those tech units looked nearly as good as ours, but who knows what killed them?  I did not see any evidence of radiation absorption material technology,” Michael continued as they walked. 
 
      
 
    “So, when their dome was breached, they basically cooked inside?” 
 
      
 
    Michael’s lips grew taunt.  “Well maybe?   Some might have been dead before the breach, it was unclear.  I could not find out what started their whole demise.  Mass suicide? The forensics on the breech were inconclusive.  Who knows?  The bodies were all well into being so dried out it was hard to tell.  Dust inside that place was almost as bad as outside.  Tan everywhere.” 
 
      
 
    “So, it was not as ghastly as Done 3?”  Jamie sighed out.  She had been on the three-person team to investigate Dome 3, and the memories, obviously, still haunted her.  Only two adventurers came back from that mission. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing is as bad as Dome 3, and I only saw the videos,” he replied.  No one spoke publicly too much about that Dome 3 incident.  Not Jamie, nor the other survivor of that mission, even though it was what every survey team dreaded when they went to a different dome.  Michael knew Jamie had been forced to see Doctor Larson for “counseling” to discuss the Dome 3 incident, but he knew Doctor Larson was as worthless as the dried out dead bodies he had seen in Dome 11. 
 
      
 
    They entered their apartment.  As soon as the door slid shut, Jamie took Michael in a loving embrace, “I am so glad you are back!”  Michael returned the hug eagerly.  His mind was grateful he had her in his arms again.   
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    Who called this meeting 
 
      
 
    The next morning Jamie and Michael awoke and prepared for the day.  The Committee had called a meeting, and all the adventurers were required to attend.  Jamie climbed out of bed and bounced toward the toilet which sat in the corner of the room.  A bed, a few cubby shelves on the wall, and the toilet.  That was the apartment. 
 
      
 
    Michael sat and contemplated what he had seen on his solo mission.  He was expected to make his report on Dome 11, and he had nothing positive to say.  It had been dead for a long while.  All the other domes which any of the adventurers had ever visited were dead.  Looking around his sterile room, he wondered if he, too, was already virtually dead.  But then he saw Jamie and knew some life still existed.  Only Jamie could look good while using a toilet.   He heard the air compress as she flushed the waste on its way to reclamation.   Jamie finished and smiled at Michael.    
 
      
 
    Jamie's personal artificial intelligence system, Sequoia, interrupted with an urgent proclamation, “Jamie, there is a message from the Committee, which they advise all adventurers to review.   Shall I display that message?” 
 
      
 
    "Yes, thank you," Jamie replied.    
 
      
 
    Moments later Michael's personal artificial intelligence system, Burke, stated, "I have the same message as Sequoia for Michael." 
 
      
 
    Michael answered, "Yes, display that.   We will watch it together.   Thank you."   
 
      
 
    A three-dimensional display with images and videos began to play in the middle of their apartment.   From whatever angle in the room, the display looked the same.   It was quite detailed.    
 
      
 
    "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 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 a targeted destination 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 generations.   An additional 144,000 humans were kept in suspended animation capsules in storage bays, to be awakened upon arrival at the target world. 
 
      
 
    Ships listed by launch date: 
 
      
 
    Vanguard CS 1: 
 
    Latest assessment: 23% into voyage, when an incident occurred.  Last known message received stated a mutiny had occurred and the 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 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” onboard the ship.  The ship’s main Artificial Intelligence, Monitor, was put into Command Mode with the 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 its location is not a known solar system, nor does there appear to be a solar system at that location.  Report from the 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 the 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."  
 
      
 
    "That is very interesting," Jamie stated with a yawn.    
 
      
 
    "But what difference does it all make?"  Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    Michael threw off the covers and dressed.  He used some foam disinfectant on his face and hands.   Jamie returned rubbing her hands in the disinfectant, and she also dressed.  They departed the apartment and headed to the cafetorium. 
 
      
 
    The cafetorium was one of the largest rooms under the dome.  Most of the dome was constructed from opaque permalloy, but from the cafetorium one could actually see through transparent permalloy to view the outside.  Outside the dome, the dull tan dust blew and blew.  Nothing ever changed in that tan swirling dead nothingness of outside.   The nontransparent walls around the cafetorium were the same color as most everything else.    
 
      
 
    “Not eating alone today, right?”  Jamie said playfully. Michael smiled in return. 
 
      
 
    People were already lined up for breakfast.  Jamie and Michael joined the queue.  The line moved quickly as people grabbed their ration of water and food package, then sat in the various seats around the room.  Some walked out as Jamie and Michael stood in line. 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael sat down and consumed breakfast.  The one liter of water, and the small grey spongy brick of biological sustenance were downed.  Once, long ago, the cafetorium had served real old-fashioned types of food with a variety of offerings.  But only the oldest people under the dome remembered those.  Presently, everyone received a sufficient supply of a food ration and water.  There were no overweight people in Dome 17. 
 
      
 
    After consuming their nutrients, they departed.  Talk was subdued in the cafetorium, more so than usual.  Heading to the meeting Jamie and Michael said little.  Michael was somber with the news of yet another dead dome.     
 
      
 
    They entered into the Committee meeting room.   It too was a dusky tan color.    Michael noted that nothing seemed to hold color in Dome 17.  Everything was covered over by a faded tan, like the way the outside looked through dirty goggles.   Most of the other adventurers were already seated around the room.  At the front was a triangular shaped table.  Michael and Jamie sat down.   The Committee Members Murial Hodgesyn, Jubal Morris, and Lorna Vasquez were each seated at the center seat on each side.  One Committee member per side of the triangular table.  Some of the other adventurers glanced at Michael and Jamie.  Jamie avoid a certain look from one adventurer.   
 
      
 
    “Glad to see you back in one piece,” Member Murial Hodgesyn said to Michael.  “Are you ready with your report from Dome 11?”   
 
      
 
    Murial Hodgesyn was not one to stand on formalities.  A strong woman at age sixty, her hair pulled back in a bun, and her eyes alive with intelligence: Murial was a good leader.  She had been elected to the Committee some years ago.  Her fourth term would expire this year.  Jubal Morris was in the middle of his term on the Committee.  Lorna Vasquez was the one year randomly Selected Member.  As everyone in the dome knew regarding the Committee, “Two elected, one selected.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Member, I am ready.  I have recovered files from Dome 11, and my artificial intelligence Burke has them prepared.  They are filed for review,” Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    “AI Mishna, please display files from Dome 11, and add some visual images for Michael’s report.”  Murial commanded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Member, here are the files" the mechanical voice of Mishna responded.  A three-dimensional image appeared in the center of the triangular table.  It looked identical from every seat around the table, and even from those seats further back in the room.  
 
      
 
    Michael made his report.  As he did the images showed the breached dome, the dried bodies and schematics showing the various floor plans, building descriptions, and other interior fixtures from Dome 11.  The vast majority of the actual images showed that nearly everything in Dome 11 was coated in tan dust.  Michael finished by saying, “Does anyone have any questions?” 
 
      
 
    “Did you have any difficulty in travel to or from that dead dome?” Member Lorna asked.  Lorna was thirty-five years old with blond hair and blue eyes.  She was usually not one to speak up easily, so her question rather surprised Michael. 
 
      
 
    “No, Member Lorna, I had no difficulty.  The vehicle performed well, even in the dust storms and higher winds than I expected,” Michael stated. 
 
      
 
    Several of the adventurers asked some of their own routine questions, mostly about “ghosts” or “monsters,” or other nonsensical matters.  The adventurers were known for their surface level levity, but that was a form of gallows humor, for they had lost many adventurers over the years.  Everyone knew when a mission set out, there was a sizable risk of never seeing that person again.  A few faces of the adventurers were even more sober than usual as they whispered to each other.  The milieu was not of good cheer, but rather of some nebulous, unclear, and unspoken tension.   
 
      
 
    “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 rather superficially nonchalant manner.  “Artificial Intelligence Mishna, please analyze and give us the most probable cause for the demise of Dome 11.” 
 
      
 
    “Failure of Dome 11: inevitable.  All dome systems have exceeded best-case life spans, and multiple system failures occurred.”  The AI made the bleak announcement without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    The room was silent.  Every other time, during a mission debriefing, the AIs had pointed to an individual specific cause.  Many of those caused were of human origins, like civil strife, or suicides.  Other times it was a certain system, such as ventilation, or sterilization which had failed.  The AI would then go into great detail about the exact nature and whatnot of that specific’s dome failure.  But this evaluation was short and frighteningly brief. 
 
      
 
    The room stayed silent for an uncomfortably long time. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Murial spoke up, “Using the data available, project the application of these known problems to our own dome.” 
 
      
 
    Without hesitation, the Artificial Intelligence voice came back.  “Failure of Dome 17 is unavoidable.  Estimated time to failure is no more than one hundred twenty days.” 
 
      
 
    Again, the room was silent.    
 
      
 
    “Explain your analysis of last statement,” Murial stated finally. 
 
      
 
    “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 AI Mishna continued with a long series of strength of materials statements, effects from geological shifting and a myriad of other factors.  No one in the room really heard the final parts of the AI’s assessment as they were too shocked and fear-stricken from the pronouncement that there were only one hundred and twenty days left of the dome.    
 
      
 
    “This means we must implement the PFTL scout missions to the colony ships,” Murial stated.   “Best to send to every ship.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” stated Jubal, followed by Lorna who stated, “Indeed, it is our only option.   Yes, every ship should be attempted.” 
 
      
 
    Murmurs sounded around the room.  Some questions were asked, but Jamie and Michael did not pay much attention.  They were staring at each other.  The shock of the dome’s coming failure was still sinking in.  None of the adventurers were old enough to remember life before the dome.  The dome was always there, and it would always be there.  Or so was the common assumption.  But some of these people, like Michael and Jamie, had personally visited the dead domes.  Everyone else had at least seen the reports during the Committee meetings.   They knew death like no one else in Dome 17. 
 
      
 
    Michael squeezed Jamie’s hand, saying nothing.  He had suspected this was coming.  Jamie gazed into his deep-set grey eyes saying, “I will be there for you, but no more solo trips.” 
 
      
 
    The murmurs around the table became more quarrelsome, and soon the room was filled with angry voices, demanding action be taken.   
 
      
 
    “Action will be taken.  Each of you will set off in pairs for one of the seven colony ships.”  Murial tried to make order come back to the meeting. 
 
      
 
    “The colony ships were lost, decades ago!” one adventurer stated. 
 
      
 
    “How is a dead colony ship any better than a dead dome?” asked another. 
 
      
 
    “Besides, no one can get to a colony ship; they left long, long ago,” a voice came from the back.    
 
      
 
    “Quiet everyone!” Lorna yelled.  It was so unexpected, that everyone stopped talking and listened. 
 
      
 
    “We have been checking out the status of the colony ships, and there is a good chance of reaching them.   You should have seen the briefing we sent out,” Lorna continued.  “We now have faster-than-light travel and are building scout ships to go to the colony ships.   We have enough materials to build seven ships.  That along with the teleportation technology gives us some hope.” 
 
      
 
    “So how long before we load everyone into one of these super ships?” someone asked, with near hysteria in his voice.   
 
      
 
    Jamie recognized the voice, but did not turn to look at the man who with her had also survived Dome 3’s ordeal.  She did not want to face those memories on top of the news of the imminent failure of Dome 17.  Her mind focused and she said to herself, “I will not let that happen here.”  
 
      
 
    “We cannot load everyone into a FTL ship.  The best we can build are two-person scout ships.   AI Mishna please display PFTL mission parameters.  Authorization, Lorna 76A69.” 
 
      
 
    “Authorization accepted,” the mechanical voice stated.  A very detailed set of plans appeared in the center of the table.  The Committee had already reviewed this plan as a long-term effort, but now it would need to be rushed. 
 
      
 
    “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 resources 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,” Lorna finished her statements and sat down.    
 
      
 
    “Why not just teleport to another planet? That will be as likely as finding a colony ship,” one of the adventurers said sarcastically.   
 
      
 
    “Just which planet would that be?” Jubal countered, with no small amount of sneer in his voice.   “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.”   
 
      
 
    “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,” Lorna nodded to Jubal.  
 
      
 
    Murmurs and snickers came from the adventurers who were obviously not pleased with the plan.    
 
      
 
    “That sounds a lot easier than it is.” Michael stated.  “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, two people build a receiving pad out of one-hundred-year-old spare parts?” 
 
      
 
    More murmurs and whispering.  A few were encouraging or excited, but others expressed concerns.   
 
      
 
    “And what if the humans on those ships are not open to new visitors?” Michael finally added to the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, basically that is what will be needed, and yes there are large challenges to overcome.  But is there really any other choice?” Murial added before Lorna or Jubal could reply. 
 
      
 
    Michael squeezed Jamie’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “Michael and I volunteer for the first mission!” Jamie said it in a clear and loud voice. 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the room looked at Michael and Jamie, and not all the looks were admiration, or support.  Most were looks of mortified anguish. 
 
      
 
    “Attention AI Mishna.  Make all information on the colony ships available to every adventurer,” Murial stated.   “Do not withhold any information we have on the colony ships.” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative.” 
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    Talking in circles 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning Michael and Jamie received a summons from the Committee.  They consumed their breakfast, the exact same kind of food ration and water ration as they had at each meal, and headed toward the meeting room.    
 
      
 
    “I am still not sure all this is a good idea,” Michael said.  “After all, the technology is really untested.” 
 
      
 
    “But what choice is there?” Jamie said with determination.  “This dome is about to die, and it seems all the other domes are already dead.  We have no choice but to try, and I think by volunteering we will get to pick the mission we want.  Besides, I want to spend a lot of alone time with you!”  She gave him a sly grin.  “I missed you badly when you were on that solo mission.” 
 
      
 
    A thin smiled crossed his lips, but his eyes lit up more.  Then he said, “I looked over the materials on the colony ships last night, and none of it looks very good.  Those ships are old.  Antiques.   Really old.  And they have gone through who knows what?  And just getting there is a real risk.” 
 
      
 
    “So, do you want to stay here? Just turn to dust when the systems fail? You personally saw the other domes.  Do you want to end like that?” Jamie asked.  Her eyes were very intense, and her jaw was set in determination.   
 
      
 
    Michael stopped.  He knew that look on Jamie’s face, so he reached out and gently took her hand.  He looked into her eyes.  His eyes were watering.  “Jamie, I do not want anything to happen to you.” He struggled with emotion.  “I feel totally helpless, and I do not see a way for you to be safe.  So, I am really ripped up inside.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie wrapped her arms around him, and whispered in his ear.  “If I am with you, I will be okay.  Together we can do anything.” She then gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.  “Come on, let us march to our destiny.” 
 
      
 
    Entering the meeting room was different than the day before.  An even more dark mood, gloomier and melancholy, had settled in on everyone.  The dull tan walls were brighter than the atmosphere in the room.  The only exception was Jamie who even then seemed to extrude spunkiness.  It was a characteristic Michael loved about her.    
 
      
 
    “I see we are all here,” Murial began.  Michael noticed several empty chairs at the big table and around the room.  It had been full yesterday.  Murial caught his look. 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes, we are all here.  Last night four of the adventurers......” Murial 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.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie’s spunkiness waved for a bit, and her eyes blinked rapidly.  Michael reached over and laid his hand on her arm.  She nodded ever so slightly. 
 
      
 
    “So, that means we now have eight teams of two each to cover missions to seven colony ships,” Jubal added. 
 
      
 
    Jamie looked back at Michael, her outward spunkiness restored.  Only Michael noticed the look in her eyes. She winked at him in recognition and support.  Her perkiness was now intact again.    
 
      
 
    “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.” Murial continued.    
 
      
 
    “May I ask a question?” one of the adventurers, Cammarry, asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please feel free to ask any questions as we await the FTL transmissions,” Murial replied. 
 
      
 
    “I was reading about the FTL drives, and we do have the sling here to propel the robotic and piloted FTL missions.  But how do they come home?  All the test runs to past the old moon base 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.   
 
      
 
    “FTL missions do not come back,” Murial stated flatly. 
 
      
 
    “They are one way trips,” Lorna added. 
 
      
 
    The room was silent for a long while.  Apparently most of the adventurers had already figured this out.  But hearing it clearly was difficult.  Michael squeezed Jamie’s hand.    
 
      
 
    “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.” Murial stated. 
 
      
 
    There were several other questions, but Michael kept thinking.  This is a big win, or a deadly loss.   And the odds are against winning.   But he also knew that there was no way to stay there in Dome 17 and survive.  Soon the last spot on earth where life survived would collapse into the toxins, winds, dust, and radiation of the outside.  He missed several questions as he pondered what was in store for them.   
 
      
 
    The artificial intelligence Mishna announced, “Information arrival from faster-than-light robotic probes.  Shall I display results?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please do,” Murial stated.  Everyone looked at the center of the table as the results were displayed. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want detailed reports on each probe or a general overview?” The AI 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 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.” 
 
      
 
    Excited voices were heard across the room.  Jamie’s face radiated joy as she squeezed Michael’s hand under the table.  It looked like they had a better chance of success as they headed out to one of the colony ships. 
 
      
 
    “AI, are the PFTL ships ready for deployment?” Lorna asked. 
 
      
 
    “All seven are in ready status,” the AI reported.     
 
      
 
    The discussion continued for a long while.  People were excited, but none had really examined the details of what the probes had found.  The potential for salvation was great.  Had more of them studied the detailed reports with care, perhaps things would have turned out differently or they would not have had such high expectations. 
 
      
 
    Before all the discussions were finished, Jamie quickly approached Murial and whispered into her ear.  She nodded.  Jamie then led Michael out of the room.  She had a sly grin on her face.  Michael wondered what had just happened.    
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    Selection, election, or regression 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in their one room apartment, Jamie pulled Michael into an embrace.  “I told you we would get our choice!” She said with a slight upward twist of her mouth.  Michael knew that was a sign she was very excited and eager to get on with the mission. 
 
      
 
    “Murial said we can make requests.  Requests.” Michael reminded her, “She did not guarantee anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but she told us we should have our request in within the hour, and departure would be in only ninety minutes.  So where do we go? Which ship do you think is the best to live our lives on?” Now Jamie was being kind of flippant, as she was ready to go to any of the colony ships.   
 
      
 
    Only Michael ever saw her this way.  To everyone else, Jamie was a model of exuberant self-control, seriousness mixed with supreme self-confidence.  To some she even appeared cold and indifferent, especially in a crisis.   Her self-confidence was well warranted, as she was consistently in the top of every mental test and every agility evaluation.   Michael often wondered why she liked him so much.  But he never asked, partly for fear she would see him as he really was and decide someone else would be better.   As age-mates they had known each other since birth. 
 
      
 
    “Which ship? I honestly do not know.  The AI reported all those details, but most of it seemed to just be confirming the specifications we already know about the old colony ships.  And did you notice how vague it all was? Was that kind of weird or what?” Michael said.  He had read all the reports in great detail. 
 
      
 
    “How much can a robotic probe tell us?  Before launch they were stripped of their best sensors to make room for the beacon.  The robotic probes also had to do the assessments from outside the hull of a colony ship.” Jamie sat on the bed as she spoke.      
 
      
 
    “True enough.  So, you decide.  I will trust whatever decision you make,” Michael stated.  He had often left matters to Jamie to decide, and she had never let him down.  In addition to excellent competence in physical matters, Jamie had a certain lucky intuition which Michael had seen operate too many times to discount.  He depended on that now more than ever before in his life.    
 
      
 
    “Okay, I say we request our target be the Eschaton.  They may have been religious nuts, but obsessive-compulsive people keep good records.  And from what I have studied, cult wackos tend to maintain equipment with devotion.  They do it religiously,” Jamie said in all seriousness.    
 
      
 
    “Agreed.  The Eschaton it is.   I will let the Committee know of our request.  He punched a few buttons on the wall unit.  “Burke, please let the Committee know our destination request is for the Eschaton.” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative,” Burke the AI replied. 
 
      
 
    Just a moment later, both the personal artificial intelligences, Burke and Sequoia chimed with a message.  “Urgent message from the Committee.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was fast,” Jamie stated.  “What is the message?” 
 
      
 
    A three-dimensional image of Murial appeared in the room.  She spoke to them.  “Mission to the Colony Ship Eschaton approved.  Yours is the first launch.  Your AIs have the itinerary for necessary prelaunch preparations.  You are set to recover a colony ship.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie yelped with joy.  “We are leaving together!  Sequoia, what is needed?” 
 
      
 
    The AI read off a list with required times and places. 
 
      
 
    Michael turned and looked at Jamie, “Shall we head down to the quartermaster for outfitting?” 
 
      
 
    While they walked toward the supply area, they passed some of the general population of the dome.  These people were going through their everyday lives, working, consuming the food bricks and their water rations, talking to their friends and some even hoping for a better tomorrow.  The Committee had not released the information about the dome’s imminent failure, since there really was nothing the general public could do.  If the PFTL missions succeed, and a teleportation pad was established, the people would be told and they could just walk through to a new life.  They could have a new life on a distant colony ship amidst a biological habitat.  It was hard for Michael to imagine what that life would be like, but thinking back to what he saw in Dome 11, it had to be better.      
 
      
 
    Michael looked at the people as he passed them by.  Many deferred to him by stepping aside.  The adventurers were all known to everyone in the dome.  Like folk heroes, they were highly respected, admired and even feared.  But Michael also knew that if the PFTL missions failed, these people had no hope at all.  They would be dead like the corpses in the other domes, just dried up bodies baked in radiation.   They would all turn into tan crusts of death.  Then it occurred to him: Are the colony ships all like the other domes? He actually shook his head to clear that thought.  No, the robotic probes had indicated life in the ships.  But would he be able to save these people? Could Jamie and I find a new home? He set his mental reservations aside.  He knew what he had to do.    
 
      
 
    They walked past the biological unit farms.  Here the clear and sealed cubes contained the greyish taupe colored fungi consisting of super hybridized biologicals.  Those biologicals were grown, housed, and harvested for the food rations.  Over and over the biologicals were re-grown through cloning and other reproduction techniques.  Row after row of the cubes were stacked on both sides of the walkway, as high as the dome. 
 
      
 
    Everything in the dome was reclaimed and reused and recycled.  From people who died, to waste products, to the air of each and every breath.  The dome’s technology made use of everything.  Except for the items the adventurers took to other domes, like the gear Michael had disposed of in decontamination, everything was reutilized over and over.  This was especially true for water.  Even the humidity extractors scattered along the outside of the dome still collected some water from the dry atmosphere of the nearly dead world.   It was then rigorously sterilized and purified for use.  When Michael was young, the extractors were still making a significant contribution to the dome.  But the latest reports showed that that source of water was nearly gone.  Now virtually every drink of water had once been someone’s urine.  Michael had even heard the old stories people told of a time when water fell out of the sky, or was pumped up from the ground.  That was a fantasy very hard to conceive, but the history achieves said it was true.     
 
      
 
    As they rounded past the biological farm, Michael thought again about the big picture of the dome. He glanced up. The ceiling was not far overhead, and above that were levels which had been closed off years ago.  Beyond the top most levels, was the outside.  The exterior world was of death.  There the tan air circulated, and the murky sky swirled.  He wondered, as he had many times, about the clear permalloy of the cafetorium, why would anyone ever want to look out at that exterior? 
 
      
 
    The quartermaster’s supply room was near the launch sling, and the quartermaster was an unusual man.  He had only one working arm; his left arm hung useless in a dirty tan sling.  He had been injured many years ago when he was accidentally struck by a broken beam during a mechanical repair.  His personal hygiene was not the best.  He seldom used antiseptic foams at all.  The clothes he wore were disheveled and crusty. 
 
      
 
    The quartermaster also had a significant strabismus.  One never knew which eye to look at, since the misalignment of his eyes caused one to be looking at you and the other to be angled away.  It was disconcerting, and the quartermaster used this to his every advantage in dealing with people.  He even seemed to be able to watch two people in different places at the same time. 
 
      
 
    And he spoke with a bit of a wheezy nasally whine.   Nothing really pronounced, but just enough to set off one’s ears.    
 
      
 
    With all of that, Quartermaster Willie had a very capable brain, and he knew every piece of equipment in the dome.  He also had invented many of the repair and reinforcement systems which kept the dome functioning.    
 
      
 
    “So, Willie, did you hear we are leaving on an FTL mission?” Michael asked.  He knew full well that the quartermaster had been informed. 
 
      
 
    “Hello Michael.  You know, you are the only one who ever comes to see me.  The rest of the people do not care that I am here so much.  They send down a request, I fill it and have it delivered.  Or they send down a machine and ask old Willie to fix it.  Even Brink usually just sends stuff over.  But they do not come by and talk to old Willie, not like you do." Willie gave Michael a sort of lopsided grin.  “And today you bring Jamie down as well.” One of Willie’s eyes looked Jamie up and down.  “Hey sweetheart, good to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Hello Willie,” Jamie said and shook his one good hand.  She knew he liked to be touched, and she showed him a great kindness by the ancient ritual of a handshake.    
 
      
 
    “So, Willie, will you help us?” Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have prepared your necessary materials.” Willie said as his eyes looked at both Michael and Jamie at the same time.  “You cannot take much, but I did make up a few ingenious gadgets for you to take along.” 
 
      
 
    Willie stood with the aid of his functional arm, and led them to the back of the supply area, where a table had things sitting on it. 
 
      
 
    “First, you will both carry two fusion packs.  Two each.  Energy is essential.  One is sufficient to power the teleportation receiving pad.  So even if you lose three of the four, your mission can be successful.  But do not lose any of these.  Understand me?” Willie gave a wink to Jamie.  She rolled her eyes but gave him a slight grin.  “Well, you get four of them, so take care.”   
 
      
 
    “You will have the standard radiation absorption materials in your suits, which include goggles, hoods, gloves and shoes.  So, you will be well protected from radiation.  I figure if it can take the abusive radiation found outside around here, it can take whatever is in those crazy ships you are heading toward.  You will have standard food consumables for ten days, including water.  And everything will fit nicely in these backpacks.  I remember back when people called them satchels, or even a large wallet, but I digress.”  
 
      
 
    “That sounds just like standard dome exploration, except for the fusion packs.  You said something about gadgets?” Jamie was eager to get on with the journey. 
 
      
 
    “Just hold on there, sweetie, I am getting to that,” Willie said.  “Is she always so aggressive and domineering?” Willie smiled at Michael.  “I do kind of like spunky women.  You know my first wife, may she rest in peace, was quite a spunky woman.  My mom also was a spunky lady.  She had four sisters, but was the only one who lived to grow up.  That was before we got all the air filters fitted with the radiation absorption materials, and even before the sterilized incubators with all the gamete compatibility tests before a baby is conceived in the extra-corporeal wombs.   Four dead sisters, too bad, that....” Willie paused in deep thought, “I got pictures of her sisters.  They would have been cute kids if not for the mutations.”  Willie used his good hand to wipe a tear from his eye. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so I figured you do not know what is going to be in those ships, so I included some ways for you to defend yourselves.  This is a projectile weapon.  You needed something with more punch than the constables’ stunners.” Willie handed each of them a dark colored metallic mechanism.  “I searched the old records, and I guess we can call this a handgun.  Or call it Willie’s Wacker, I do not care.  This is powered by your fusion packs, and will make its own ammunition.  Unlike the old ways of chemical explosions and metal projected bullets, this weapon is powered by magnetic polarization and depolarization.  You load any substance in to the chamber here,” he opened the top of the weapon, “and just insert whatever is at hand.  The mechanism compresses the materials into tiny nuggets, perfectly round, which are projected at very high velocity.  Did I say very high velocity?  Yes, this will smack down whatever you need to hit.” 
 
      
 
    “A Willie Smacker?”  Jamie teased a bit with a grin.   
 
      
 
    “Willie Wacker, I like alliterations.  Jerome would understand.  I suppose he will be in later.”  Willie replied.  
 
      
 
    “I have not heard who is on the other teams,” Michael stated.  “At least no one is going alone.”     
 
      
 
    Jamie examined the weapon.  It was very simple in design.  The loading chamber on the back side, and a trigger assembly on the handle.  Along the top were sights which were very easy to see.  It had a lightweight and easy feel to it.  “This is made out of permalloy and ceramics,” she said.  “It seems to have a battery pack in the handle.  How many discharges will it do?”   
 
      
 
    Willie replied, “I made it to be constantly recharging while the weapon is holstered.  It will fire until it is out of ammunition, about one hundred and twenty nuggets, from a full chamber of materials.  You will run out of ammunition and need to feed the chamber, long before the power is gone.  You can place anything in the chamber to be compressed into projectile nuggets: dirt, metal, rock, scraps, whatever.”  
 
      
 
    Michael examined his as well.  It fit his hand nicely.    
 
      
 
    “And it packs a wallop.   I built a selector here,” Willie pointed to a lever by the trigger, “for velocity intensity.  Low, medium, and high.  On high it will easily break through most metals, even permalloy will not stop the nuggets for too long.  Several nuggets hitting permalloy in rapid succession will drill a hole through it.  So, do not go around shooting at ship walls or whatnot.  You punch a hole through a hull and you might find yourself sucked through a very small hole, into a very large outside space.  That would be messy.” 
 
      
 
    “So, it constantly recharges, and has a large supply of projectiles.  That sounds good!”  Jamie stated.  “What else do we need?” 
 
      
 
    “Well I tell you sweetheart, you need a whole lot of good luck to find me a new place to live.  So, I am helping you out.  You will each also have a basic tool kit with grippers, grabbers, cutters, metal melting and welding flames, molecular torch and various other odds and ends.  It, too, is in the backpack.  You are both smart and can easily use those tools.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Willie.  We need to leave now,” Michael said as he loaded the equipment into a cargo bin, set the dial for the sling bay and watched as the cargo bin slid away taking the gear to where the ship would be launched. 
 
      
 
    “You just find me a home, you hear?” Willie said, as Michael and Jamie departed from the quartermaster’s area.   “You find me a home!” 
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    Experts are drips under pressure 
 
      
 
    Sequoia and Burke instructed the adventurers on their next appointment.  The launch time was coming, so they hustled along.  Michael and Jamie walked to the educational area.  They were scheduled to meet with John, the senior instructor.    
 
      
 
    They passed the nursery where the latest group of age-mate babies were being nurtured.  The current policy in Dome 17 was that age mates were only allowed once every five years.  There was little time, but Michael and Jamie watched the new crop of babies for a moment. These twenty-five age mate infants would all grow up together, tenderly cared for by the people of the dome.  They would be lifelong friends.   
 
      
 
    “This is why we are recovering a colony ship,” Michael said as he smiled at the babies.  “They need a safe and new home.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought that was only for Willie,” Jamie grinned.  She then sobered and stated, “We will do this!”   
 
      
 
    The nannies caring for the babies were from the age mate group who had just turned twenty-five years old.  There was a crew of nanny helpers, older children, learning how to attend to every need of a baby.  Many of the five year olds were rocking babies, others were changing diapers and putting the soiled diapers into the reclamation system.  The twenty-five year olds, directed and supervised all the five year olds, which resulted in a loving and supportive environment for the infants.  One of the many nannies waved at Michael and Jamie as they walked by. 
 
      
 
    Next, they passed the classrooms where the ten-year old students were diligently studying.  This group of age mates also consisted of twenty-five people.  They were 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.  Michael and Jamie stopped momentarily to listen in. 
 
      
 
    “…but why did they have to mess it up so much?” One of the ten-year-old scholars was asking. 
 
      
 
    “The Old World had people who denied what science was telling them about the Earth and the ecology.  They denied, then waited, then argued, and waited too long.  You have heard the history before.  So, by the time it was clear that the disaster was coming, there was not much that could have been done.  And it seems many of the same trends were happening a long time before the Great Event.  But had they acted sooner, maybe we would not need domes,” the teacher answered.  “Many factors led to the Great Event and the 90 Hour War, but sadly much of the records from that era have been lost.”   
 
      
 
    “They were just stupid to ignore science,” the student muttered under his breath.    
 
      
 
    “Shall we get back to practical learning? When a patch needs to be made in the energy conduit, what is the first thing to assess?” the teacher asked.    
 
      
 
    A chorus of answers rang back from the eager students.   
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie continued onward.    
 
      
 
    There were only twenty-one people in the fifteen-year old’s class.  Four had committed suicide over the past several years.  These students were soon to be entered into society, and they were refining their designated assignments for post-graduation.  Soon they would be fully integrated into the society of the dome. Each person would have a designated function and place in the Dome 17 society.      
 
      
 
    Michael remembered hearing some of the older people talk about when the dome had held thousands of more people, a number not even close to its potential capacity, but now the numbers that could be supported were much lower.  But for a while now the age mate groups had been twenty-five to a group.   
 
      
 
    Michael briefly considered looking over the class list, but then realized how futile and stupid that would be, in light of the limited time before launch.  
 
      
 
    “The mission is all that matters now,” Jamie said as she caught his look.  “There will be no more classes, no more babies, no more educational system, unless we succeed.”   
 
      
 
    “Agreed.”  Michael looked at Jamie and grasped her hand.  He reviewed in his mind that mission.  They were about to be slung out of normal space, and then sort of shunted to another part of the galaxy.  There would be only two possible outcomes for Michael and Jamie.  They would successfully build and establish the teleportation receiving pad and rescue the people of Dome 17, or they would not.  If they failed, then everyone would die when the dome failed.  Unless one of the other teams succeeded first.  No matter what was the outcome, either would mean that Michael himself, and his partner Jamie, would not need to worry about coming back to this dome.  This was a one-way journey, and honestly, that scared Michael.  Dome 17 was all that Michael had known for all thirty years of his life.   From his beginning in the sterilized incubators, to his life today, Dome 17 was the only home he had ever known.  He and Jamie were about to leave all of that behind forever.  The best-case scenario would mean rescuing the people from Dome 17, but the dome itself was doomed.  Worst case, Jamie and Michael would die trying to save the remnant of humanity.  Michael looked hard at the teenagers and tightened his lips.   
 
      
 
    “We will do this!” Jamie said as she touched his arm.  “Together nothing can stop us.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
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    Gone fishing 
 
      
 
    As was most always the case, John was in one of the classrooms.  He was still going strong as he had for the last fifty years.  John had been a teacher since he turned fifteen and was assigned as a teaching instructor.  So, for fifty years, he had been working with the various classes of students.  He could teach in one class, walk from that classroom to the next and alter his style to meet the needs of those students who were either five years older or five years younger than his previous class.  John even spent some of his free time in the nursery with the babies, telling them stories about animals and exotic aspects of biology.  The babies cooed and smiled at him as he rocked them. 
 
      
 
    Every youngster somehow came to know John as “the Smart Guy,” and that informal title seemed to get picked up from class to class.  John always made time for individual questions and treated the students with great admiration and respect.  Even among the other teachers, John was considered the best.  His life partner, Amber, had been a teacher as well, and she too had been admired by all.  Since she had died, John had poured more of his time into reading old texts and dreaming about how the world once was. 
 
      
 
    “Come right in, Jamie and Michael.  Come in and sit down.  This is so very exciting!” John was beaming as he smiled and shut the door behind them.  “I know this is a secret, but Murial called and personally explained your mission.  To think, you will actually get to see ecosystems, and real plants, animal and fish! How I long to be a fisherman myself.  I have read so much about that ancient art. It just seems like a perfect pastime.” John’s light blue eyes twinkled as he spoke.  His thin grey hair was receded, but his face showed great animation as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “So, John, what do we need to know?” Jamie cut right to the heart of the matter. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, yes, you need to know a great deal.  But unfortunately, I can only tell you the little I know.  Biology has not been needed, well at least not a comprehensive biology, in the dome at all.  We teach students about the biological units from which we get food, air and some raw materials for medicines and such.  But those are just basically a hybrid mushroom and not too complex.  But you, my friends, will see ecological systems where thousands of individual organisms interact in a symbiotic manner where the whole thing is self-replicating and sustainable.” John paused for a minute and looked down in thought.  “A functioning biological system.  It will be amazing for you both.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie pressed on, “Yes, I am sure it will, but what can you tell us to make our mission a success as quickly as possible?” 
 
      
 
    He looked at her and paused.  After a moment, John continued, “Well, everything I know comes from data sticks, books, and records from the Old World.  He sat at his desk and opened an electronic screen on his desk.  The picture showed the cover of an ancient book. 
 
      
 
    “This book is called ‘Basic Fundamentals of Biology’ and is simply fascinating.  The Old World had many different ecosystems, where a huge variety of diverse plants and animals lived.  Also, the insect world was even more abundant and complex.  There were also whole systems that lived in and under water.  Vast pools and areas were completely under water.  Fish are an animal that lived in water.  People would use a fine, thin string with a hook on the end to try catch fish.  It was a trick, you see, for the person would put some type of food on the hook, then drop that string into the water, and the fish would come and bite at the food getting itself caught by the hook.  Then the person would pull the string in and get the fish out of the water.” John was thrilled as he explained about this activity.  “Then the fisherman would prepare and eat the fish, or let it go.  Yes, it sounds wonderfully amazing.” 
 
      
 
    John touched the screen, and another picture appeared.  “This book is called ‘The Outdoor Handbook,’ and it describes all kinds of things to do in the wild ecosystems.  It is hard for me to imagine it all.  In fact, I sometimes wonder if it was just a fantasy, or a novel, but there are other historical records, and videos and photographs which show vast abundances of plants, trees and animals.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to know what to do to survive and set up the receiving pad,” Jamie insisted.   
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, sorry.  When I think about biology I often go off on a tangent.  Sometimes that was called ‘running down a rabbit’ or “chasing a wild goose’ but I digress.  Let me get to what you two will need for your adventure.  First, wild ecosystems are incredibly complex.  One part interacts with many others.  Basically, it is all interconnected, but everything all seems to come back to water.  Just like people need water; it seems that all the ecosystems are somehow water driven.  Plants will need water; animals will drink water; even the insects need water.  Oh my, I have not even told you much about the insects! They were sometimes called bugs, but there is some confusion about bugs being organic or some kind of electric thing.  I have wondered if electric bugs, called lightning bugs, were really used to spy on people? The record is confusing, so just looking at insects is too vast to explain in any detail.  Insects are these are small tiny creatures, and they are everywhere in ecosystems.  That reminds me, some of these things, according to the old records, are quite dangerous to people.  Some of the insects, animals, and even some fish in the water, will bite people.  Those bites can deliver toxins, diseases, parasites, or venom to the person and kill that person.  Sometimes the tiniest animal can carry a deadly venom.  One general rule seemed to be that brightly colored animals tended to be venomous, but not always.  I have loaded as much information as I have to the data sticks you will be taking.  Honestly, I do not know exactly what to tell you.  There are huge gaps in our understanding, and some things just do not make sense; like fishing.  It sounds like a great chess game of a person against a fish, but then some accounts say the fish are let go to play over again, while other accounts say the fish are consumed.  It is not like ricochet ball where we have set rules and established guidelines.  Biological systems are vastly more complicated than a game of ricochet ball, or even than chess.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie looked at Michael, and then turned to John.  “So, what do we do when we get there?” 
 
      
 
    “That is the great dilemma you are facing.  We do not know.  It will all depend on what ecosystem you encounter.  It could be a frozen wasteland, with frozen water everywhere.  Or it could be a giant area covered in water with fish and all sorts of things in the water.  Or it could be an area where plants grow as high as our dome, and that foliage will all vary in type and age and whatnot.  In that forest place, you will find all sorts of animals running, jumping and flying in and about the foliage.  The fauna will be diverse and depend much upon what kind of biological habitat you find.  It is so hard to imagine, but the animals eat each other and some eat the plants, and even some of the plants seem to eat the animals.” John adjusted the screen yet again.  “Let me show you a video film I found of a plant eating a person.  It is very strange.” 
 
      
 
    On the screen came the moving images of a man in odd clothing, and he was standing in front of a green thing shaped like a large oval.  It was bigger than the man.  The green oval thing was attached to a flexible green pipe which held it up off the ground, but the pipe seemed to have sheets of green cloth coming off of it.  The oval was swaying back and forth when a woman appeared on the screen.  The oval opened what looked like a deformed mouth and bit down over the woman.  The oval was carrying her away when the film ended. 
 
      
 
    “That was horrific!” Michael said, and Jamie nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it was. I am not sure what to make of it.  There are other records of large animals eating people as well.  So, as I told Murial, you will need to be very very careful in any ecosystem.  Plants, insects, and animals are not the only dangers.  From the old records, we also know people also killed each other as well.  The aftermath of the Great Event seems to have been one of those killing times.  Human were the most dangerous and unpredictable animal of all.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we basically must be very careful,” Michael replied.   
 
      
 
    “Sounds about exploring the other domes.  They all held risks and threats as well,” Jamie added.   
 
      
 
    “I would say an ecological system is many orders of magnitude more dangerous than what you have encountered in the other domes.  A dead world, like outside of Dome 17 has a set number of direct threats: radiation, toxins, and accidents being the primary ones I can think of. But none of those actively hunt you down.  On the other hand, an ecological system will have predators which are cunning and ruthless.  A predator could stalk you and strike before you even know you are the prey.” 
 
      
 
    “Willie did supply us with some weapons for defense,” Jamie interjected.   
 
      
 
    “I hope you never need to use them.  I have painted a picture of so much danger, but let me also say human beings have evolved in biological systems and can flourish in them.  It is just here in Dome 17 that we are out of practice.  You two are smart and will do well.  I envy you being able to see a real ecosystem.”  John looked at them and smiled.  “The wonders you will see!  I know you also need to get down and see my friend Brink in machinery to get the ship ready, and your time is short.  So, let me just say briefly, ecosystems and biology are beautiful, helpful and very dangerous.”  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, John.  I hope we see you again soon,” Michael stated.   
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael rose and departed.   
 
      
 
    In the hallway, they held onto each other in a comfortable hug and wondered about what those ecosystems would really be like.  Then Michael said, “We also need to report to medical and see Doctor Carolyn before we leave.  Medical is just around the corner, we should hurry over there and get on our way.” 
 
      
 
    “The launch time is set, and we are all in on this!”  Jamie replied. 
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    What is up doc? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael were quiet as they walked to the medical department.  They each were lost in their own thoughts about what seeing a real ecosystem would be like.  They had heard John’s exuberance about biology, seen the pictures, and watched that odd video of the plant eating a woman.  None of that really answered their questions about what they would truly experience. Neither Jamie nor Michael had any real understanding about living in a biological habitat.  The dome was a structured, sterile and ultra-clean place.  The images of the ecosystems looked messy and chaotic. 
 
      
 
    They passed a workshop where several people were repairing some electronic implements.  Those people seemed content enough, but they did not know the dome was about to fail.  They were not adventurers who had traveled to other domes and seen the death those domes held.  Sure, the Committee had sent out news reports, carefully edited, about the other domes, but none of the general population understood the gravity of the situation.  Michael considered telling them, but then restrained himself.  “What good will come of scaring these people?” 
 
      
 
    They entered the medical department and a nurse who was sitting at the desk greeted them, “Hello Michael.  Hello Jamie.” 
 
      
 
    “Hello Daniel, can we see Doctor Carolyn? I believe she should be expecting us.” Again, Jamie took the lead in opening the conversation.    
 
      
 
    “She is just finishing a video conference with the nurses over at the senior center.  They had a senior fall a few minutes ago.  You remember Agnes?  Well, she now fractured her hip.  The nurses are administering a bone stimulant, and Doctor Carolyn should just about be done.” Daniel stated.  The senior center was where the oldest residents of the dome lived.  Agnes was not the very oldest person, but she was at least ninety-five years old.  The records of her birth were unclear as that had been in a prior storage system of the dome, and some information from those years had been lost.  Aiden was the oldest person in the dome, and he was one hundred and fourteen years old.  The very oldest people were not spaced in five year increments, and that was difficult for Michael to comprehend.  He understood it intellectually, but it just felt strange.  Children should be born five years apart, in age mate groups.  That was the normal and regular way.  Aiden and Agnes were from a different era.  A time that was so long ago, when the dome was at a different stage.  Some of those very old people were actually birthed, and not developed in the sterile incubators.  Like Willie’s mother, Agnes, Aiden and the other seniors had lived through a very different time in the dome.        
 
      
 
    Doctor Carolyn opened the door to her office and asked them to enter.  Doctor Carolyn was one of their age mates, therefore the same age they were.  Jamie and Michael had known her since they were infants.  Her shoulder length blond hair and blue eyes were not the most common coloring in the dome, but age mates came in all different shades of skin, hair, and eyes.      
 
      
 
    “Well, Michael and Jamie, it has been hard to keep your secret.  I so wanted to be able to tell the people at the senior center that they may get to see something different than what is under the dome.  In fact, Agnes just said to me, ‘There is nothing new under the dome.’ She was referring to her broken hip.  In my mind, I wished to tell her of the possibilities which were coming our way.  I knew what you two were headed for, and I did so want to tell.  Murial insists this be a secret for now.  When you succeed, it will be a great day for us all.” 
 
      
 
    “Some secret, when the head of every department knows about it,” Jamie said with a bit of an edge to her voice. 
 
      
 
    “So, Doctor Carolyn, what do we need for our journey?” Michael tried to get them back to the subject. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I have been considering that.  I have put together a medical kit for you.  It is programmed for easy use.  It is not quite an artificial intelligence system, but it is enhanced from a mere data stick.  Inside you will find treatments for all the old diseases that were in our database.  I have no idea what you might encounter, but the treatments will consist of illness gels, injections, physical medical manipulations, and trauma stimulants.”   
 
      
 
    She opened a small rectangular box about two fingers thick and roughly the size of her hand.  “Just connect the assessment wires to near the problem place on your body.  The readout will give you a diagnosis, prognosis, and treatment.  The treatments are made internally, and expelled here.”  She pointed to the small compartment on the side of the medical kit.    
 
      
 
    “So, what comes out?”  Michael asked.  He had rarely been sick in the dome, and when he was had just come to medical for treatment.   
 
      
 
    Doctor Carolyn answered, “The medical kit will dispense a variety of treatments.  Oral capsules, blue packets of illness gel as well as trauma treatment injections.  If you become ill with fever or nausea, diarrhea, vomiting or coughing, run the diagnosis, then follow the instructions.  For example, if it dispenses a gel, just open one of these illness gels and consume that or apply it topically.  The illness gel will work in your body to destroy any pathogen; be it viral, bacterial, fungal, or parasite.  The results will not take long to be seen.  You should feel much improved within a short while.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds easy enough.  How is it powered?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “There is a micro-fusion pack inside.  It should last for far longer than you will need to accomplish your mission,” Doctor Carolyn replied.  “It might need physical resupply of raw materials eventually, and from what the engineers tell me the micro-fusion pack will draw power from your typical fusion packs so long as they are within a two-meter radius.  You will not run out of power.  I think injuries might be your biggest risk, although diseases can be a factor.  Now if there is any trauma - for example, you fall and break a bone like Agnes did - the medical kit may dispense out a trauma stimulant capsule or an injection.  Just use that.  The kit will also physically work with your own body to manipulate and realign breaks, or seal injuries or expel foreign objects.  Any of those treatments will cause your own body to regenerate extremely rapidly.  You will heal from most broken bones, severed nerves and other trauma.  In fact, you could regrow an appendage, if need be.  But please do not seek out trauma.” 
 
      
 
    Michael gave her a serious look.   
 
      
 
    “I am only giving you full warning.  There are some serious injuries, like the crushed nerves in Willie’s arm, which we just cannot repair.   As you are aware, even though here in the dome we have almost no illness because your bodies are tailored to be disease free, we can fall and break, like Agnes, and we do die, and some even end their own lives.  Most of the suicides are by hanging, and you cannot give yourself a trauma stimulant capsule if you are unconscious.  So, watch out for each other.” Doctor Carolyn paused, looking thoughtful.  Her mouth opened as if she were about to say more, but then did not speak. 
 
      
 
    “Is there more?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes there is.  Like I said, I believe injuries will be your greatest danger, however, there is the risk of disease.” 
 
      
 
    “You said that the medical kit will treat any of those,” Michael stated.  He had picked up something in her voice.  A hesitation or uncertainty.   
 
      
 
    “What is it?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    Doctor Carolyn bit her lip slightly, then glanced from side to side as if looking for something.  It was uncharacteristic behavior for her.  “I am unsure how to inform you, except to just be blunt about it.  Diseases mutate and evolve.  Those colony ships have been gone for generations.  From what I have read, the microbes and other pathogens will have had lots of time to evolve, alter and change.  I guess I am saying, even with the illness gels and the trauma stimulant capsules, and injections, and even the best medical kit the Dome 17 staff can design, I cannot be completely certain our interventions will work where you are going.  There could be diseases so radically different that our medical systems will not help you.” She looked truly distressed about it all.   Again, she seemed about to explain more, but shifted topics. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing is absolute and perfect,” Jamie said.  “We have both seen those other domes, and know death is a possibility.” 
 
      
 
    “I have designed a special protection for you.   This gel pack will provide you with the best prophylaxis we can offer.   I suggest… no I must insist that you ingest one now before you depart on this journey.   Hopefully that will prepare you physically for what you will encounter and get your bodies ready for life on that colony ship.”  Doctor Carolyn handed them each a purplish gel pack.   They swallowed them without consideration. 
 
      
 
    “Well, here is a medical kit for each of you.   Here is hoping you do not need it at all.”  
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie packed the medical kits up, and started to turn away.   
 
      
 
    “Are you mentally prepared?”  Doctor Carolyn asked.  “I know you, Jamie, have been seeing Doctor Larson.  Do you both want to see Doctor Chambers before you go?” 
 
      
 
    “I will not miss seeing Larson, that is for sure,” Jamie said with a sneer.  Her usually perky face was downcast.   
 
      
 
    “We do not have time, according to my AI Burke,” Michael answered as he placed a hand on Jamie’s shoulder.   
 
      
 
    “Well, I wish you the best of luck.  That is my hope for all the teams.”  Doctor Carolyn dismissed them with their supplies. 
 
      
 
    In the hallway, Michael murmured, “We really are heading into the unknown.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is great!” Jamie reached up and kissed Michael passionately.  Michael knew Jamie was troubled by her visits to Doctor Larson, but he had been somewhat surprised by her openly acknowledging that in front of Doctor Carolyn.  Michael thought about the very few people in the dome that he would not miss, but pushed aside those thoughts.  They held each other for a moment before heading for the sling bay, their final stop before departure.   
 
      
 
    The sling bay was on the far side of the dome.  So, they walked along the elevated pathway which encircled the structure.  As they passed the rare clear permalloy windows, they could see the tan wasteland which was just outside of the protection of the dome.  The historical records they had studied as youth said that the area where Dome 17 had been built was not always tan and dusty and dead.  But, for both Michael and Jamie, it certainly had been that way for the span of their lifetimes.    
 
      
 
    Reaching the far side, they went down several flights of stairs to reach the sling bay. 
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    Slings and arrows 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brink was in the sling bay preparing the ship for departure.  The piloted faster-than-light scout ship carried two people, barely.  The crew space on the FTL scout was tight.  The ship was roughly cone shaped, two-thirds of it was opaque permalloy and the final third was clear.  The cabin’s two seats were visible under the third of the cone that was covered by the clear permalloy.  This clear permalloy was as tough as the rest of the craft.  Permalloy was spun into whatever shape was desired, and, when solidified, it was extremely durable, tough, and light weight.  Like so much in and around the dome, permalloy was usually a dull tan color.  But when spun with special fibers, permalloy could be made transparent.  Parts of the dome itself were that way but were commonly called windows or clear or, even the ancient term, glass.  Despite its looks, clear permalloy was extremely strong and just as strong as its opaque counterpart was.    
 
      
 
    The sling bay crews, working under Brink’s directions, were finalizing what was required for launch.  Thruster fuel was pumped into the rear storage tanks.  The magnetic sling anchors were calibrated.  And the items that Michael and Jamie carried were added to the small pile of equipment they could take along.    
 
      
 
    Brink looked up and gave a tiny nod then stopped what he was doing and came over to talk to the pair.  Brink was a tall and leanly muscular man with a quiet voice.  He listened carefully before he ever gave an opinion.  When Brink spoke, people listened.  He had pioneered the systems which made the way for faster-than-light travel.  Some people in the dome understood the principles used, few were able to do the advanced mathematics, and fewer still were able to target the system.  None matched Brink, for he could do all of that as well as more, like the teleportation system.  Even though Brink was a superior intellect, he was not haughty or arrogant.  He gently explained the concepts and mechanics behind faster-than-light travel to anyone who wanted to learn about them.  Brink was the sort of man never known to show any negative emotion or expression or any kind of weakness.  Solid, strong, smart and serene.  Those were the traits of the master engineer.   
 
      
 
    “I have prepared your departure.  You will leave in only ten minutes.  I was worried that we would have to recalculate.  That would have meant lost time and lots of computation, as all the subsequent launches would have had to be retargeted.  Even with the AIs, like my own Copernicus, which I would have had to re-assign directly to the task, it would have been a major undertaking to reschedule all seven launches.  In fact, we have little time to spare.  No matter, I do have enough time to familiarize you with the operating systems.” Brink turned his head and gave some instructions to his assistants who continued to load the small craft. 
 
      
 
    When he turned back, he looked calm and relaxed, as if this was no big deal at all.  “I have set your arrival for one hundred meters outside of the target beacon, away from the mass of the target ship.  That should allow you to assess clearly where you will want to enter or attach to the colony ship.  Be cautious about where you attach.  You will be encountering the Eschaton, and what little is known of that ship has been fed to the artificial intelligence in your craft.” At the mention of artificial intelligence, Brink had a slight grin.  Everyone knew he was very fond of the artificial intelligence systems.  His brown eyes were bright with pleasure as he spoke.  For Brink, this was his equivalent of a rare emotional outburst.  “The seven AIs I have made for these missions are the most advanced artificial intelligences ever created.  Masterpieces.”    
 
      
 
    They walked over to the hatchway, and Brink leaned into the ship.  Brink stated, “AI Roxanne, this is Jamie and Michael.  You will be taking them to the destination I told you about.” 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Michael and Jamie.  I am pleased to be of service in this adventure,” Roxanne’s voice was slightly mechanical, but not at all unpleasant. 
 
      
 
    “Hello Roxanne,” Michael replied.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, hello Roxanne,” Jamie added.   “It will be different leaving Sequoia behind.”   
 
      
 
    “Oh, that will not be a big issue.   Both AIs Sequoia and Burke are being temporarily reassigned to fifteen year olds as they prepare for their new duties.   In fact, when you are successful, those people will just bring their AIs along and you and Sequoia and Burke can be reunited.   So, Roxanne, just explain to these pilots what they need to do to operate this ship,” Brink said. 
 
      
 
    “Michael and Jamie, all you need to do is call my name and give me an instruction, and I will obey it.” Roxanne immediately replied.  “I will also be monitoring your life signs to make sure nothing untoward happens.  I can take limited action on my own initiative should either or both of you become incapacitated.  The mission is recovery of a colony ship.  Our goal is to successfully place a teleportation receiving pad in a habitable spot inside the Colony Ship Eschaton.  Completion of this mission is the highest priority.  All my abilities will be at your disposal.”  
 
      
 
    Brink smiled and patted the side of the ship with pride saying, “FTL flight time will be just over thirteen hours.  The sling will launch you into orbit, 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.  The ship will maneuver via thrusters to wherever you think attachment and entry into the Eschaton will be most likely.” 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, what is your opinion about the robotic mission which set the target beacon?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “That mission was a success, and all the details are in the data base.  The robotic probe was lost sixteen minutes after the beacon was placed.  All operations were normal until robotic FTL communication was lost.  The robotic probes are limited in their perception abilities.  The beacon is still functioning at 100%.  The cause of the failure of the robotic probe is still unknown.” 
 
      
 
    “Curious that it would fail so soon. Any ideas on why the robotic probe stop working?  Any probable speculations?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “All speculations are suspect.  Additional information is needed for accurate evaluation.  My conjectures are as follows, but there may be other factors.  First, an unknown and unexpected environmental stressor could have been detrimental to robotic probe.  Second, a deliberate destruction by hostile action of unknown origin could have terminated probe.  Third, a mechanical failure of probe is possible, but highly unlikely,” Roxanne replied.  “When factored with data from other probes and especially the other two that were also silent after only a short while, deliberate destruction by unknown enemy is conjectured to be the mostly cause, but still not near a certainty.  Other facts may have played a role and they are impossible to estimate until we arrive at that site.”  
 
      
 
    Brink stepped between them.  “Michael and Jamie, it is now time to get into the FTL ship and depart.  All supplies, especially the components for the teleportation pad, are loaded, secured, and ready.   Calculations show that the combined mass of this mission is just under the maximum limits for FTL transmission.  I still cannot figure out why there is a mass/weight restriction on FTL transportation.   That is a puzzle I need to work out.   The answer is there, but eludes me for now.   Maybe when you succeed, I will be able to address that issue far more comprehensively.   But you are ready now.  Your mission and adventure is about to begin.” Brink spoke in his calm and relaxed voice as he helped them enter the FTL ship. 
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    No time like the present 
 
      
 
      
 
    Walking into the sling bay were Murial, Lorna, and Jubal.  They walked with confidence and came over to Michael and Jamie.    
 
      
 
    “We are here to see you off and to thank you for your bravery,” Murial stated in a matter-of-fact manner.  Lorna gave each of them a warm hug and then turned away.  Jubal stood looking at each of them in utter seriousness.    
 
      
 
    “You are not forced by me to go.  Yes, it is very important, and yes, the dome is depending on you, but I must tell you, this may end badly, and there is no way to get you back, should something happen.  You enter this FTL ship, and you are beyond coming back.  Yes, you can contact us via the FTL communications, maybe, but we will not be able to come to you, until the teleportation receiving pad is installed.  So, if you wish to stay here, I will understand.” Jubal stared at them each in turn. 
 
      
 
    “I am going,” Jamie declared with hardly any hesitation.  She stepped toward the ship. 
 
      
 
    “This is your choice," Jubal repeated to Michael.  Their eyes met and an exchange happened.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know.  Where Jamie goes, I go.  When Jamie leaves, I leave.  Jamie’s fate is my fate.” Michael surprisingly reached out and hugged Jubal, then turned to follow Jamie.   
 
      
 
    The hatchway was not roomy, but one person at a time could crawl in, then turn about and get settled into the seats in the ship.  The outward view was impressive.  The magnetic track, which was the first part of the sling, led upward to the ejection tube which would be their exit from the dome into the outer world.  The FTL ship fit so snugly into the ejection tube, that were it not for the gravitonic apparatus which encircled the ship, it would not slide in at all.  As it was, the magnetic anchors held them in place now, but when gravity inhibition and inertia suppression were applied through the apparatus the ship would move very quickly and with extremely exacting precision.  The two occupants would be spared inertial forces due to key mechanisms built into the scout ship’s design.  The residual of such high-speed passage scorched the tube into a sterile and very hot area of near vacuum.  Dome air rushed in to fill that vacuum and antiseptic foam was sprayed into the tube to further prohibit anything from the outside entering the dome.   
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael positioned themselves into the seats.  There were a couple of grab bars, but no buttons, levers or hand controls of any kind.  They could see the three Committee members leaving the bay.  The work crews departed shortly thereafter.    
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, we are here,” Michael stated, addressing the ship’s artificial intelligence. 
 
      
 
    “I am aware of that Michael.  Launch will commence in thirty-five seconds.  You should feel no change in movement, although the view out of the ship should be impressive.  Please enjoy the view as we are ejected from the dome in stage one of the sling.  We will be in orbit for approximately ninety seconds while stage two of the sling is initiated.  Stage two will propel us away from Earth and then the FTL system will be engaged.” 
 
      
 
    Michael saw the room shift quickly as the FTL ship entered the tube.  Feeling no sense of movement, he thought it almost surreal as they were expelled from the dome.  Michael could not look back to see the dome but did see the tan atmosphere in all directions.  There was nothing impressive about all that tan, radioactive, and toxic air.  Michael had seen more of the color tan than he cared to see.  Each mission to other domes was a tan nightmare taken through a tan landscape surrounded by unbreathable tan air.    
 
      
 
    “Good bye tan world,” Michael said with genuine pleasure.   He hated the tan of death and radioactive decay. 
 
      
 
    They ploughed up through the tan murk of the atmosphere and erupted out into space.   Upon reaching orbit, the view was phenomenal.   Roxanne had greatly understating the vista which opened up before them. 
 
      
 
    Lack of gravity made them feel like they were floating.  Jamie looked out and the planet seemed to be above her, but then she reconsidered.  Perhaps it was below her, and she was hanging upside down.   
 
      
 
    “This is stupendous!”  Jamie declared. 
 
      
 
    “It makes me pleased that you enjoy it,” Roxanne replied.  “We have reached orbital status.  Stand by for the next stage.”   
 
      
 
    The whole tan ball was just one enormous blob of dust and waste.  This was set against a deep black background with the occasional twinkling star.  The sun was shining on the far side, and the line of shadow cut across the Earth.  In the lighted areas, there were only various shades of tan which were altered by the winds and the sunlight reflecting back off the dust, grime and toxins floating in the atmosphere.  The shadowed area was just a dark tan.  The tan ball seemed almost devoid of any other colors or significant contrasts.  It was tan through and through.  A tan globe from side to side and pole to pole.   A gigantic dust ball of death. 
 
      
 
    “The planet looks about the same from out here as it did from the dome,” Michael commented.  “But look at space!”    
 
      
 
    To see the blackness of space, the brilliance of stars, and the clear brightness of the sun, that was impressive.   The silvery shine of the moon on the far horizon, part of it sort of hiding behind the planet was also a beautiful contrast to the swirling tan of the dead Earth.   The silver of the moon was only marred by the black streaks from the failed moon cities.    
 
      
 
    “We will remain in orbit for only a short while,” Roxanne’s voice stated.  “Enjoy the view for the next ninety seconds, then stage two will be initiated.” 
 
      
 
    “The land all looks just the same, but the stars are amazing,” Jamie stated as she looked out at the Earth they were about to permanently leave behind.  “Can you imagine what that dust ball looked like prior to the Great Event?” 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the question, Michael replied, “It all looks the same to me.  Just like walking to the other domes.  Just tan dust, sand, dirt and more tan dust.  All scattered by the relentless wind.” 
 
      
 
    “I can see you miss it already,” Jamie teased.  Michael reached over and squeezed her hand. 
 
      
 
    “The stars are beautiful,” Michael did finally say, again looking away from the planet.   
 
      
 
    “Prepare for stage two of the sling.  This will last one minute forty seconds.  Initiating now,” Roxanne stated as the ship was propelled away from Earth and out of the ruined magnetic field of the planet. 
 
      
 
    Again, the inertia suppression system worked well and Jamie and Michael felt none of those forces.  The outside view of space did not change.  The only alteration was a rapid shrinking of the planet and moon.     
 
      
 
    After the correct amount of time passed, Roxanne announced, “Faster-than-light transition will begin shortly.” 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie held hands as their journey into the unknown continued.    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    11  
 
    Into the void 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Faster-than-light transition ready on your command,” Roxanne’s artificial intelligence voice announced.  “May I abbreviate it to FTL?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly,” Jamie said.  “Take us to that colony ship!” 
 
      
 
    “FTL initiated,” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    Again, Michael and Jamie did not feel much of anything change.  However, they saw things happening.  The sight was so very different. 
 
      
 
    Through the transparent permalloy, the whole universe shifted.  A dull grey emptiness replaced the star-filled black background.  The grey emptiness seemed to have endless depth, and yet in a way, no depth at all.  It was a totally new sight for both of the pilots of the FTL scout ship.  The darkest grey was straight ahead of them and as they looked about, the grey color lightened as they looked more to the sides of the FTL ship. 
 
      
 
    The grey looked like it was just outside of the transparent permalloy, and yet also as if it was as far away as could be imagined.  Somehow neither Jamie’s nor Michael’s brain could fully process what they were seeing.  It was somewhat confusing, perplexing, and disconcerting to look upon.  Yet, also exciting.  They both felt drawn to look.   Their perceptions of depth and texture and even colors were not adequate to explain what they were seeing.    
 
      
 
    “Transition time will be thirteen hours, six minutes,” Roxanne announced.  “Both of you are showing acceptable vital signs.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are we?” Michael asked.  He could not keep the awe, and a bit of fear, out of his voice.  He was staring out at the grey emptiness.    
 
      
 
    “We have transitioned into FTL mode.  We are here, outside of normal space,” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    “But where is here? And how can we be outside of normal space?” Jamie asked.  She, too, was struck by the views she was seeing. 
 
      
 
    The AI paused for a while before answering. 
 
      
 
    “We are not anywhere, and we are here, as well.  Human speech does not allow for adequate description of where we are with the exception of saying we are outside of normal space.  Brink has calculated the mathematical formulas.  Do you want to see them?” Roxanne asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, I could not follow that any better than seeing that void outside,” Michael answered.  “Do our instruments measure anything from outside the ship?” 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing outside to measure,” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    “Just call it the void.” Jamie stated.  “We now have thirteen hours or so to wait until we arrive at the Eschaton.   Shall we review our information?  Perhaps learn what we can about that colony ship?   AI, please display all information on the colony ship Eschaton.” 
 
      
 
    A visual display appeared in front of Michael and Jamie.  It began with lists for amounts of materials, time of construction in orbit, and dates and costs of construction.  As they read along, Roxanne provided occasional comments, usually about missing sections of information.  Roxanne also stated when various records conflicted with each other.  The records were far from complete or in harmony. 
 
      
 
    “So, Roxanne, it seems that all the colony ships had the same basic platform, is that correct?” Jamie said rhetorically.  “Let me see if I can summarize.  All seven had the same basic design.   Eight cylindrical habitats, each given in obsolete measurements as five miles long and one mile across, all surrounding a central drive section.  Each habitat was subdivided in half, length-wise, to make two separate ecosystems in each cylinder.  So that gives each ship sixteen biological zones.  Artificial gravity was run through the floors between the half cylinders.  Then there was artificial solar illumination in each half cylinder.” 
 
      
 
    “You are relating one report which does survive in fairly good condition.  However, the records are in dispute.  The exact dimensions are an area where the record is conflicted.   A few records state the habitats were fifty miles long and five miles wide, but others have the one mile to five mile ratio, while still others have it in kilometers which do not fit either of the old measurements.   So, according to known history, the size of any of these colony ship is uncertain, inconsistent, and ultimately unknown.   The composition of the interior decks, biomes, and systems is also disputed,” Roxanne stated.  “The robotic probes did not provide a measure of the size of the colony ships.” 
 
      
 
    “I see no records of what type of biosystem, or ecosystem, or what was in each of those sixteen zones.  Am I missing something?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “There are no existing records on the details of the Eschaton’s biological zones.  Nor in fact is the consistency in the number of biomes which the colony ship possessed.  There is a long list of what biologicals, flora and fauna, were placed into the Eschaton, but while long, they are fairly generic, so to speculate on the exact details of the zones would have a low probability for accuracy.  Best guess is that there are at least two fully aquatic zones, one fresh water and one salt water.  Other zones are likely for farming and probably have a diversity of ecosystems.  Diverse flora and fauna are required for a self-sustainable biological system.  But again, detailed analysis is impossible with the limited records we have on cargo manifests, loading lists and other documentation for that era.  While these historical incongruities are found in the records of all the colony ships, this uncertainty is especially true for the Eschaton.  It was manufactured by religious zealots and they guarded their secrets extensively.  There is this report,” A short written letter appeared before them, “which seems to indicate that not all the official reports on the Eschaton were accurate.” Roxanne replied.   “If this letter is true, which is uncertain, it provides indications of deliberate misinformation being supplied: propaganda, and disingenuous statements by both supporters of the colony ship program and its detractors.   So, the historical accuracy is suspect.” 
 
      
 
    “Michael, do you think that what the humans have done on the Eschaton is more important than its history?  Since it was launched, about a hundred years ago, the crew’s activity is going to make or break what we find, right?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Certainly, that will be important.  But the size of the colony ship is so vast, I think we can probably find a spot to set up the teleportation receiving pad, and get everyone from Dome 17 there rapidly.  Whatever the colony ship humans are doing, they might not even know we have arrived.   Remember, they have no idea that FTL travel or teleportation is even possible, so they will hardly be expecting any visitors.  Their technology is all over a hundred years behind us.  I say we avoid them as much as possible, get our people there, and then deal with the natives,” Michael stated.  He felt less confident than he sounded. 
 
      
 
    “I agree.  What I was getting at was that the humans on the colony ship will be maintaining it for themselves, and so I think it will be in good shape.  No one would punch a hole in his own dome," Jamie said, quoting an idiom she had learned way back.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is what we were taught.  But seeing the other domes dead and lifeless, with so much internal destruction, makes me wonder." Michael tried to get some of the images out of his mind, but it was difficult.   
 
      
 
    There was a long silence.  Both Michael and Jamie were pondering how they might be received by the crew and others on board the Eschaton. 
 
      
 
    “Michael, may I make a comment?” Roxanne asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Michael replied.   “Please feel free to make suggestions at any time.   You are our partner in this mission.” 
 
      
 
    “I beg to differ a point with your previous comment. I am not sure it is safe to assume that the crew on the Eschaton has stayed stagnant in their technological level.  Certainly, that is a possibility.  Evolution, stagnation, or devolution may have happened.  We just do not know.  It is also possible they had a rigorous science and technology program.  We just do not know their current level of sophistication, and to assume they are backward may be a mistake,” Roxanne stated. 
 
      
 
    “But they are religious nuts. They hate science, and they are just along for the ride,” Jamie added.  “Historically that what the records show about religious zealots, right?” 
 
      
 
    “The history of religion and science is varied with a myriad of different groups having a wide spectrum of beliefs.  You are correct Jamie; some religious groups did hate science and see it as a threat to their core values.  It is almost uniformly reported that the Eschaton was built for a religious group. The specifics of that group are in doubt. As with all information on the Eschaton, there are conflicting official records.  May I present what I believe are the most reliable records?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly,” Jamie replied.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you.  The information I am presenting is a conglomeration from various sources, some of which may not be as accurate as we would prefer.  Indeed, the Escalon's initial crew and others were motivated to leave Earth and migrate to the stars because of their religious fervor, as directly influenced by their movement’s founder, Jaxson Rhono.  There are some minor reports which give the founder a different but similar sounding name, so I will stick with this one.  Jaxson Rhono’s upbringing is very murky in the records.   The best estimate is that he was homeschooled and self-educated, so if true, there is a high potential for an anti-science bias.  His rallying cries were ‘Come out and be ye separate’ and ‘The stars are our covenant’ and ‘the old way is dying; the new self will be reborn in a new Eden.’ Rhono, and his closest disciples raised the funds to privately finance the Eschaton’s construction.  Rhono started the ‘New Canaan Movement’ which was, essentially, an unprecedented mishmash of extremist right-wing Christians and splinter groups of Latter Day Saints, with disillusioned Zionists.  After the destruction of Jerusalem by nuclear bombs in the 90-Hour War, Rhono appealed to these types of people.  He gave them a new purpose, a mission to the stars, an escape away from the ‘sin filled and dying earth’ and the chance to settle in a new world, ‘free from the contamination’ of the ancient one.  Rhono even compared the generations of time, spent in space travel, to get to another solar system as a ‘necessary spiritual cleansing, as the sojourn in the wilderness between the worlds will cleanse our souls,’” The AI reported. 
 
      
 
    “I have a video recording of one of Jaxson Rhono’s rallies, shall I play that? It is one of the few known audio and visual records of him.” Roxanne asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Michael replied.      
 
      
 
    A two-dimensional display appeared in front of them, and a short, somewhat rotund man appeared on a stage.  The recording was obviously only partially complete as the audio playback started in the middle of a sentence.  He was wildly ranting and raving and swinging his arms wide.  Jamie and Michael had never seen anyone acting in quite such a manner.  He remained behind a tall box of some kind which was a dark brown color.  He even pounded his fists together during one especially vigorous gesture to emphasize some point about “good smacking down evil, no matter the costs.” It was a dreadful sight to the pair.  At one point the sound was lost, and then the visual aspects of the recording cut out for a moment.  When it returned, Jaxson Rhono was speaking on a totally different subject and wearing different clothing, so the records must have been spliced together.  In this final part, he was making a passionate plea to buy the suspended animation lottery tickets, which he called “soul sleep” and he emphasized over and over how the then current world was fading quickly and how his way was the only escape possible.  Like the start of the recording, the ending was abrupt and in mid-sentence.     
 
      
 
    “Who would listen to such nonsense?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well apparently, enough people to fund an entire colony ship, and fill it with crew, passengers and sleepers.  He sounds just insane.” Michael responded. 
 
      
 
    Roxanne’s mechanical voice continued, “Some records indicate that there were those outside of his organization who did claim Jaxson Rhono was mentally ill.  But the records indicate that Jaxson Rhono’s message was proclaimed for many months, and he gathered a large following.   His funding sources are unknown as well.  Some reports estimate that he had thirty-seven thousand active members in his mega-facility at the height of his popularity.  Out of these devout followers, the crew for the Eschaton was selected.  Records indicate these crew members were selected not based upon their skills and abilities but were selected for their blind adherence to Jaxson Rhono.  Rhono sold the eight thousand generational positions - those people who would live out their lives, have children, and die in one of the biological habitats contained onboard the Eschaton - through a bidding process.  The highest bidders got the places.  These people lived in the habitats with the full knowledge that they would spend their entire lives under the absolute rule of Jaxson Rhono.  The one hundred and forty-four thousand people placed into suspended animation were selected by sales of lottery tickets.  These methods generated the finances necessary for building the Eschaton.  The estimated travel time from Earth to the world Jaxson Rhono had selected was to be approximately eight generations, or about three hundred and fifty standard Earth years.  This was the greatest distance any colony ship was scheduled to make.  The specific details of the Eschaton’s launch date, even the exact year, are only estimates.  It was only because of FTL communications that the Eschaton was able to be tracked.  Best estimates are that the Eschaton has been in flight for one hundred and twenty-seven years.” 
 
      
 
    “So, where on the Eschaton is the beacon?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “The beacon was attached by the robotic probe to a side section.  We would know more if the robotic probe had not failed.  The beacon’s signal is coming through on the FTL communications clear and steady.” Roxanne reported.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you.  What do you think will be the cultural aspects of people living in a colony ship for over one hundred years?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    The AI Roxanne responded, “That is an excellent question.  However, it is also my responsibility to see that you both are ready to complete the mission when our transit time is finished.  May I suggest you initiate sleep?” 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie both agreed with Roxanne.  Life in the dome was fairly routine and regimented.  So, it was not difficult for them to drift off to sleep.  Roxanne assured them that they would be awakened prior to arrival at the Eschaton. 
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    Hither and Yonder 
 
      
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie both awoke to Roxanne’s voice.  “We are about to leave FTL flight.” 
 
      
 
    They were instantly alert.  They watched the grey nothingness outside and waited for the return to normal space.    
 
      
 
    “We are in normal space,” Roxanne reported.  Everything outside had shifted from grey nothingness to a curtain of black. 
 
      
 
    “I do not see anything.  Do we have external lights?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Activating external lights.” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly there was a ship right in front of them.  It was enormous! They could not see the full length of the ship, nor could they see the entire width of the ship.  Everywhere they looked there was the shiny light green color of the Colony Ship Eschaton illuminated by the scout ships lights.  They could see that they had arrived on the ship’s side, but could not ascertain where in the scheme of the gigantic ship they were located.  There was so much of it; it momentarily took their breath away. 
 
      
 
    “I have begun taking readings on the ship.  We are eighty-seven meters from the beacon.  You can see its light there in the upper left.” Roxanne reported.  A superimposed red square appeared on the clear permalloy outlining where the beacon was.  “The thrusters are at an average of 47% operation to match the irregular velocity and periods of acceleration of the Eschaton.  At this rate, we will exhaust our thruster fuel in a short period of time.  We do not have long to decide where to dock or to do an extensive survey of the ship.  This is an unforeseen circumstance.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then, we must attach quickly,” Jamie said with a big smile.  “The ship exists and we made it here.  Now we just need to dock.” 
 
      
 
    The beacon light was blinking a deep red color.  The ship was covered with all kinds of mechanical equipment.  There were large boxy areas; there were long cylinders and tubes snaking about.  Every geometric shape was represented and more in all that mechanical wonderland of the hull of the Eschaton.  The beacon was the only light on all of the ship that they could see.  The rest was only visible from the illumination provided by the external lights on the FTL scout ship.    
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, assess anything that could possibly threaten us.  Use every available method for evaluating what is out there.  We cannot have the same fate as the robotic probe,” Michael commanded.  “We will do this, but make sure we know what we are getting into.”    
 
      
 
    “Look at how large this ship really is,” Jamie stated in awe.  “But it is so dark.  Roxanne, are there any energy sources you can detect?” 
 
      
 
    “The ship is not showing any energy sources on the outer hull within range of my scanners.  The outer hull is extremely cold and shows no active energy levels.  The beacon is the only active energy in this area.  There may be energy at outer parts of the ship, but from what is available here, the exterior hull of the Eschaton is very cold and dysfunctional.” Roxanne stated. 
 
      
 
    “So, no working airlock?” Jamie said quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Michael, I have completed the threat assessment you ordered.  The area shows no abnormal radiation or other factors to explain the probe failure.  The robotic probe itself has been located.  Shall I show it to you?” Roxanne stated.    
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    An image appeared in front of them: the robotic probe.  “The robotic probe is seven hundred and fifty-six meters from our location in a slow drift away, relative to the ship’s velocity.  It has no energy signature and is nearly as cold in its core temperature as the Eschaton’s hull.  There appears to be two large areas consistent with puncture damage.  One is a full penetration with exit damage on the opposite side, and the other is less severe with damage only to one side.  Inside the probe there are trace metals inconsistent with Dome 17 spun permalloy. Those trace metals are consistent with the permalloy of the Eschaton’s hull.  This indicates some type of collision with the Eschaton’s permalloy.” 
 
      
 
    “A crash?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “The damage to the probe does not suggest a major crash, but rather more focused puncture damages,” Roxanne reported. 
 
      
 
    “So, whatever happened to the robotic probe seems to have come from the Eschaton,” Michael said and then added: “Is it probable that the robotic probe collided with some kind of spike or projection on the Eschaton?” 
 
      
 
    “That seems unlikely, since I have found no traces of our permalloy on the Eschaton’s hull. 
 
      
 
    “So, some kind of projectile came from the Eschaton and hit the probe?”  Jamie asked.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is a high probability in my opinion,” Roxanne said.    
 
      
 
    “A defensive system?” Jamie asked.  “Maybe it is activated by touching the hull of the ship? Perhaps the robotic probe placed the beacon, then a defensive system was activated, and that eliminated the robotic probe.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a valid conjecture,” Roxanne stated. 
 
      
 
    “Can we go get the robotic probe and use it as a test?   Set it to touch the hull and see what happens?” Jamie was eager to do something.   She understood how vital it was to get inside the Eschaton, but even more so, she recognized that attempting to enter incorrectly could cost them their lives, and the mission would fail.   
 
      
 
    “That will take considerable expenditure of the thruster fuel but is possible,” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then do it!" Jamie declared.  
 
      
 
    Michael nodded his agreement.   
 
      
 
    The thrusters fired, and the FTL ship altered direction and sailed out to where the remains of the robotic probe were drifting.    
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, shoot a line onto that probe,” Jamie commanded.    
 
      
 
    A thin wire line shot out from the FTL ship and a metallic clang vibrated back into the scout and was felt as it struck the probe.  The end of the line had an electronic glue apparatus which, when on, would cling to whatever substance it encountered.  The winch began, and then the probe was pulled closer.  Then the line stiffened and became rigid.  That hardening of the line allowed them to stabilize and hold the wrecked probe in place. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, from here, can you adequately observe what happens back on the Eschaton’s hull?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Then propel the robotic probe wreckage toward the Eschaton.  Do so at a gentle pace so that the impact will be as close to mimicking a docking as possible,” Jamie commanded.   
 
      
 
    Michael was seeing how it would all happen.  His admiration for Jamie, already high, was confirmed yet again.  He also appreciated how her hazel eyes were open just a bit wider when she concentrated, as she was doing now. 
 
      
 
    The adjustable line attached to the probe grew limp again, and the winch started at higher speed.  The probe was pulled back toward the FTL ship.  At the exact right moment, the electronic glue was turned off, and the line separated from the probe and retracted quickly back into the winch.  At that same instant, the thrusters gave a burst against the side of the FTL ship, and it moved easily out of the way of the coming probe.  Michael and Jamie watched as the probe floated past and headed toward the Eschaton.   
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” Jamie exclaimed.  “This is working.” 
 
      
 
    As the probe passed, the line was shot out again and re-attached, this time to the opposite side of the probe.  With the adjustable line attached, it limply trailing behind.  The line would be used as a brake to gently set the probe against the hull of the Eschaton.    
 
      
 
    “Vectors and targeting calculated.  I will set the probe carefully on that large open area in the right side of your field of vision,” Roxanne said, as she monitored the probe’s flight.  “The control line will be detached at the last moment, to prevent a direct connection between us and the probe.  This should mimic a docking or landing very well.  ETA of probe on Eschaton’s hull figured, and impact forces will be minimal.” 
 
      
 
    The adjustable line snapped off, and the probe slowly nestled in against the Eschaton’s hull.  There was so little impact that the wreck of the probe perfectly landed while Michael and Jamie watched. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    They watched for ten minutes, then twenty, and after thirty more minutes of watching, they were unsure what to do about the probe. 
 
      
 
    “Well that was sure a huge waste of our time,” Michael finally said. 
 
      
 
    “Not necessarily.  I am not done testing yet.  Roxanne reattach the control line.  Can you then send a charge through the line to the probe?  Be sure we are insulated against anything which might flow back toward us.” 
 
      
 
    “That is easy to do, Jamie,” the AI Roxanne replied.  “What type of charge do you want me to send first?” 
 
      
 
    “Start with some individual and basic, low power.  Similar to a single aspect of what the probe would have had when it was functional.  We want to light the probe up as if it was having internal power.” Jamie was grinning as she awaiting the results.  Michael could tell Jamie was in her element, solving a puzzle.    
 
      
 
    “Feedback insulation established.  Sending through an electric charge now,” Roxanne stated. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    “Keep trying different types of charges,” Jamie instructed. 
 
      
 
    “Sending a thermal change through,” Roxanne stated. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    “Sending a neutrinotronic charge,” the AI stated.   
 
      
 
    Again, nothing happened.    
 
      
 
    “Was the beacon magnetic?” Michael interjected. 
 
      
 
    “No, the beacon itself is not magnetic.  The probe unpacked it and it was attached in segments.  The probe’s mechanical arms used magnetic grappling clamps," Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    “So, now put a magnetic charge through,” Jamie commanded. 
 
      
 
    That was when it happened. 
 
      
 
    Several panels on the hull of the Eschaton opened.  Small turrets raised and tubes extended.  They fired at the probe.  In the silence of space, Michael and Jamie watched as something impacted into the probe.  It shuddered and shook violently.  After only three seconds, the probe was knocked loose from the line and was drifting away from the Eschaton.  The turrets retracted, and the panels in the hull slid shut.  All was still again. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we know not to try anything magnetic.  So, where do we land?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Another question remains.   How was that defensive system able to penetrate permalloy?” Michael mused.  “What kind of weapon was that?” 
 
      
 
    “Those tubes ejected microparticles in series at extremely high velocity.  They landed one after another into nearly the exact same area.  That kind of impact delivers enough force to penetrate even permalloy.  What we observed was over one hundred thousand microparticles slamming into the probe.  It is a crude but very effective system,” Roxanne reported.  “Those panels revealed, in part, the functioning of the hull.  Those places opened up because they are driven by altered pneumatic pressure in a system of chambers.  So, there is no ready source of energy at the surface.  It is rather an ingenious design, and it is not recorded in any of the history of the colony ships.  It may be unique to the Eschaton’s construction.”  
 
      
 
    “Why did it respond to magnetics, and not to a proximity alert?”  Michael asked.  “What purpose would defense against magnetics be, if they left other objects alone?” 
 
      
 
    “That is an excellent question,” Roxanne replied.  “The designer’s may have had a specific purpose, which we are unable to ascertain right now.  It is also possible that the system is not fully functional and should have responded to any object approaching the hull.  Had that been the case, the probe and the beacon would have been destroyed.  It would be logical for a spaceship’s defensive system to deflect away any objects such as asteroids or other matter in space.  I cannot conjecture an adequate answer to your question without gathering more information.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that system power any air locks or other entry points?” Michael asked.  “We really need to get inside.” 
 
      
 
    “Now that the functioning of the system has been revealed, it seems that there is a strong probability that this is some kind of access port,” Roxanne replied, and an overlay in 3D appeared in front of them.  The assess port was highlighted in red. 
 
      
 
    “Will the ship fit into that?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, but it is the only spot I have located that is available for entry.  A search for another spot might be attempted, but it is uncertain if a larger place will be found before our thruster fuel is depleted,” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    “But how would they get out, at their destination, if this small access port is the largest way in?” Michael asked.  He was quite puzzled about all that had happened.  He had been expecting some readily identifiable air lock or docking port. 
 
      
 
    “It is a near certainty that this is not the only place which will allow egress to the ship.  As to the procedure at destination, the records show that the colony ships, upon reaching their target world, were to disengage each cylinder section from the long central core of the ship, while keeping the habitats intact.  Then each separate habitat was equipped with landing mechanisms to take each habitat down to the surface.  So, the enormous habitats would be grounded or landed in bulk.  That would allow all the resources of the ship to be distributed in differing areas of the new planet.  Or they could be landed near one another to establish the planet bound colony,” Roxanne answered.  “Once on the surface, the various hanger bays, access ports, airlocks, and other mechanisms could be utilized.  We just do not have detailed deck plans to know where those access points are located.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we know about that access port?  What is beyond that?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “The access port looks to function like that defensive system did.  Beyond it there is heat and atmosphere, but I cannot detect any specific details,” Roxanne reported.   
 
      
 
    “Lock onto that access port and unload.  This will be as easy as walking to another dome, right?  But this time we are together,” Jamie playfully nudged Michael reminding him of his last journey to the dead dome. 
 
      
 
    “When I did that, I knew where that dome was located and had a rough idea of what was there.  This whole ship is like a shadow.  It is dark and unknown and filled with who knows what,” Michael said.  “And, if we cannot take the FTL ship inside, Roxanne will not be able to accompany us.” 
 
      
 
    “You are correct Michael.  I cannot physically accompany you, not without great amounts of disassembly and leaving the equipment of the scout ship,” Roxanne stated.  “My Atomic Level Processor is installed in the scout ship.  Keeping it here will allow me to serve as a base of operations for you both.” 
 
      
 
    “We can keep in contact with the AI through communications, and it can serve as an information resource and guide.  Michael, we need to get inside and start placing that teleportation receiver.” Jamie was eager to get going.  “After we do that we can have all the people from the dome to help us get completely established here.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.  Roxanne, attach us to that access port in the safest manner possible.  And seal it tightly around so that we can walk directly from the FTL ship into the Eschaton.  Is that possible?” Michael stated. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we can attach without any magnetics, and we have enough permalloy in expansion foam form to make a passageway right up to the access.  Once the permalloy is deployed the FTL ship will be adhered to the Eschaton.  There will not be an easy way to undo this proposal.  The low store of thruster fuel makes this location the only reasonable choice,” Roxanne said.  “I concur that this is the best method to proceed, but will you give the command?” 
 
      
 
    “Proceed.  Roxanne get us attached!” Jamie commanded.  Michael would have preferred to further assess the situation, and perhaps look for a better way to enter, but he deferred to Jamie’s enthusiasm, as well as the AI’s assessment.      
 
      
 
    “Maneuvering to attach now,” Roxanne said, and the thrusters could be heard firing.  Their bursts of sound rang in the tight cabin of the scout ship. 
 
      
 
    The thrusters moved the FTL ship, gently settling it directly against the hull of the Eschaton.  Nozzles came forth and sprayed a bead of foam permalloy all along the edge of where the two ships were touching.  It quickly expanded and sealed onto the old permalloy materials of the Eschaton and fused into the new permalloy of the FTL ship.  In just moments, the permalloy foam was hardened and ready. 
 
      
 
    “Umbilicus is manufactured, and the area has been pressurized.  No leaks detected; area is being heated,” Roxanne reported.  “Umbilicus is finished; area pressure holding, and temperature matches FTL ship’s interior.  Beyond the access panel, there is atmosphere and reasonable temperature.  Do you want to proceed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. 
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    Intro the breech 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the cramped confines, Michael and Jamie put on their equipment, including the weapons systems, the two fusion packs and their individual back packs containing the tools and necessary equipment for assembling the teleportation pad.   
 
      
 
    Jamie patted the holstered weapon.  “Willie’s Wacker is ready to go.” 
 
      
 
    Michael punched a fist into his palm and answered, “We can do this.” 
 
      
 
    “The only problem I have found is the data sticks are not working,” Jamie said as she examined on.  She had tried to put one into her belt to record all that was happening, but it failed to initiate.  
 
      
 
    “Mine is inoperable as well.  That is strange.” 
 
      
 
    They checked all their supply and every data stick was malfunctioning.  For some reason, none of them would operate. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne?  Run diagnostics on the data sticks.  Why are they all inert?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am unable to ascertain why they are malfunctioning,” Roxane replied.  “They show no signs of damage, yet do not function.  My only answer is that it might have something to do with the FTL travel.  However, that is a mere speculation and not a definitive answer.  I will continue to study this problem.  In the meantime, my links to you through the communication system will allow me to compile all the information the data sticks would have done.” 
 
      
 
    They then opened the hatch.  Michael expected some hissing of air, as he had experienced in decontamination, yet nothing like that occurred.  They stepped into the small umbilical passage which had been created from the FTL ship to the hull access of the Eschaton.  They checked their supplies again and took a few extra items from the storage compartment located next to the hatch.  Then they checked communications.  All was in order. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, can you open the access hatch on the Eschaton?” Jamie asked and took out a hand lantern which she switched on.  The beam of light focused on the panel. 
 
      
 
    “The fusion packs have lights on them as well, should we encounter more darkness,” Michael stated.   
 
      
 
    “Attempting to open hatch.  Override of pneumatic system successful.  Hatch opening........  now.  Atmosphere and generated gravity roughly equal to that in FTL ship,” Roxanne said. 
 
      
 
    The access hatch slid back, and the doorway was large enough to let them easily pass into the small room which was revealed.  The access panels slid shut after they entered. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, can you hear me?” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.   The panel was closed for your protection.  You should be able to proceed into the colony ship and find a suitable place to complete your mission.   I will begin alignment for FTL message back to Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    They walked to the end of the room and found a door.  The room had only the illumination provided by the lamp Jamie was holding.  The door had a series of levers and buttons and switches on its left-hand side.    
 
      
 
    “How do we open this? There is no other exit from this room.” Michael looked closely at the switches and things at the side of the door. 
 
      
 
    Jamie placed her hand up against the door, and suddenly the room was filled with light.  There was a bright orange light right above the door, and the rest of the room seemed to be illuminated from some hidden light source.  Then a grinding sound came from just under their feet, and a vibration was felt though the floor, into their shoes and up their legs. 
 
      
 
    “Ship under attack!” Roxanne the Artificial Intelligence reported.  “Microparticles impacting......” 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, what is happening?” Michael screamed as he turned and ran back toward where they had entered.  There was no answer.  The access port panels were shut and there was no way to open them.  Michael smacked his palm into the panel.   
 
      
 
    “Report status!”  Jamie ordered.   
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, report!” Michael yelled into the communication link looped over his ear.  Again, he pounded a fist against the panel. 
 
      
 
    The vibration and noises stopped.  The room remained bathed in orange light, and the doorway near where Jamie stood now swung open.  There was dim light coming from the other side. 
 
      
 
    “I think we are on our own now,” Jamie said with deep emotion.  “If what happened to the robotic probe has also hit the FTL scout ship, it may have been ripped from the side of the Eschaton.  Roxanne would respond if the AI was operational.” 
 
      
 
    Michael stood still for a moment.   He had been alone many times before, especially on his last mission when as a solo he traveled to investigate Dome 11, back on the dreary, dusty and dying earth.  But at that moment anguish stuck him.  Outwardly he tried to hide it, but when he realized that the FTL scout ship was gone, even though he knew in his mind it could not have taken him back anyway, and even though he had understood that the mission was one he would not return from, with all that, he still was hit by profound sorrow.    
 
      
 
    After a few moments, Jamie put her hand on his elbow.  “Come on Michael, we must get moving.” 
 
      
 
    He let his inner angst out.  Only Jamie was there to see it, and he trusted her explicitly.  “Yes, we need to find a place to set up the teleportation receiver.  That way they can come to us.” He still did not move but had just parroted the words he thought Jamie expected.   He wondered if he could go on.      
 
      
 
    “Michael, we need to move now.” Jamie was insistent.  With a squeeze of his elbow, she guided him to turn.  The orange light still shining over the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne was the only way to initiate the FTL message system.  We cannot even contact Dome 17 now,” Michael said in a forlorn manner. 
 
      
 
    “Not until we get the teleportation receiving pad established.  The initial steps of that will give us message capability.” Jamie was confident in her voice.  “It would have been much easier with that AI Roxanne’s help, but we can do it manually.  We still have all that we need for this mission to succeed.” 
 
      
 
    Michael looked deeply into her eyes.   His face was troubled and he looked to Jamie for support.   “You think we can still do this?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    “You bet we can.  With you at my side, nothing will stop us!” Jamie said it, and her eyes showed she meant it.  “So, get moving, we need to go set this thing up.” She departed. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Michael broke out of his sorrow and followed Jamie out of the room.  He entered a hallway which led to either right or left.  There was orange light spilling from the room he had left, and it gave some illumination to the hallway.  Michael looked down one direction and then back the other way.  How long did I stand in that room?  Have we just failed everyone?  He asked himself. 
 
      
 
    “Jamie!” Michael called out.  He kept looking from side to side but could not see much in either direction.  He took out his own lamp and turned it on.  The light shined down the hall in a tight beam.  About the same distance down each direction he could see that the hall made a sharp turn. 
 
      
 
    “Jamie!” He called again.    
 
      
 
    The glow of a light appeared, which seemed to come from around the corner down the hall to the left.  He breathed a bit easier.  Michael was very relieved when Jamie’s pretty face peered around that corner.    
 
      
 
    “You are not going to lose me, so relax.” Jamie grinned.  “But this way is a dead end, unless we want to cut through a sealed door.  There are many items of machinery along that hall,” she gestured over her shoulder.  “Nothing is working.  Mostly looks like piping and conduits and whatnot.  I did pry open a box, but the wiring was very corroded and looked like it had not functioned for a very long time.  A few small air ducts are pumping out air, so something is working somewhere.  I cannot even tell what part of the Eschaton we have entered.  Maybe the central section, but who knows?”   
 
      
 
    “Well, it is not a biological habitat, that is for sure.” Michael stated flatly. 
 
      
 
    “What is with you?” Jamie frowned.  “We have a mission to complete.  We go down this hall, now.” 
 
      
 
    Michael swallowed hard and took a deep breath.  He followed Jamie.  The hallway turned and their lights illuminated more hallway with the same dull white walls and a few doors of a darker shade.  It was hard to assess anything with only the beam of their lamps.  Overhead large pipes were now suspended, and there were smaller tubes and wiring all over about their heads, most lost in shadows.  They walked onward.  They tried to open several doors, without success.    
 
      
 
    “We could cut through one of these doors; we have the molecular torch, that would cut these doors like shifting dust.  But what if there is vacuum on the other side?” Michael said, getting back to the task at hand.  “Nothing is labeled.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we just keep walking.  We need a large area, and we really need to make sure that there are living biological areas, or else why have the people back home come here at all.  Trading one dying dome for a dying or dead ship would not be a good idea.” Jamie marched forward. 
 
      
 
    After a long while, they stopped to eat.   Squatting down, they set the lamps on the floor and proceeded to open their packs.  In the small circle cast by their lamps, the world felt tiny and tight, yet also they knew, from feeling the air gently moving on their skin, that some kind of ventilation system was working.  Michael ran a survey though his mind.  They had breathable air.  They had gravity manipulation.  They had adequate heat.  The Eschaton was habitable enough.  He then looked around again.  They were in the hallway, a corridor which appeared to go on and on.   
 
      
 
    “No dust,” Michael said with a forced smile.   
 
      
 
    Jamie’s returning smile lit up the area.  “That is the spirit!  No dust, and we are together!  Not a solo mission.  We will make this work!” 
 
      
 
    They each took out a food package and consumed it along with a water ration.  Jamie considered her surroundings.  The corridor was clear enough, but where it led was unknown. They had passed a number of doors, but none would open.   
 
      
 
    Jamie stood and walked to a dark corner.  She unlatched her RAM suit.  Michael joined her.   
 
      
 
    “I suppose here is as good as anywhere,” Jamie said.  They relieved their bodily wastes and moved on. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, finding no doors that would open, they came to a circular stairwell that went upward.  The hall continued past the stairs and looked to be unending in the beams of their lamps.  Michael looked back and could not see where they had originated. 
 
      
 
    “We should have marked our route,” Michael said.   
 
      
 
    “No real need.  Nothing to go back to,” Jamie replied.  “Not like tracing our route from a dead dome back to Dome 17.”  She too looked down the corridor, but their lamps were too weak to reach all the way back.   
 
      
 
    “I say we go up!” Jamie declared.  “It has got to be a change from this long and dark corridor.  And we can come back if you start yearning for long boring walks in the dark.  Their lamps illuminating the darkness only for a few steps ahead and behind them.  All the stairs seemingly the same dull and flat grey color. 
 
      
 
    “Up it is,” Michael agreed.  “I am going to mark this place anyway.”  He took out a tool and scratched an X on the side wall.  The permalloy was too hard to indent, so he made the mark in the softer metal, some old steel alloy, which framed part of the door.   
 
      
 
    They climbed the stairs, and after several revolutions a few orange lights lit up and the stairs ahead of them were cast in a similar glow to the first room where they had entered the Eschaton. 
 
      
 
    “We activated some system.” 
 
      
 
    “Finally, something is working,” Jamie declared.  She climbed faster now that the stairs were better illuminated.  After a few more revolutions of the circular stairway, Michael noticed that the orange lights behind them were winking out after they had passed. 
 
      
 
    “Something is reacting to our presence.” Michael stated.  “It seems to be some kind of automated system.  It lights up where we are walking and shuts down after we leave.”  
 
      
 
    They climbed the stairs for a long while.  A few times they came to landings with sealed doors, none of which would open and none of which had widows or other ways of assessing what was beyond them.  None were labeled at all.  At each door, Jamie placed her hand upon the door in various ways trying to activate it.  But except for the door in that first room, none of these doors responded in any way.  Most of the doors had a dark and inert box about a hand span wide next to them.  It might have been some kind of latch or control box, but there was no obvious way to do anything with that box.  
 
      
 
    “This is really getting boring.  Should we continue upward?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “That hallway was pretty boring too, those long dull white walls and grey floor, but at least here we have some light.  You know, I am getting very tired of orange light.” Jamie laughed vivaciously.  “Like you said, no dust.”  She briefly thought of Dome 3, but pushed those images of horror away.   
 
      
 
    After what seemed to be an eternity of climbing stairs, they came to the top and end of the stairway.  They were at a landing facing a doorway, but this door was slightly ajar.  There was no light on this landing, and the orange glow from below was only dimly illuminating this area. 
 
      
 
    “The first door that is not sealed and shut tightly,” Jamie said.  “That means something.”     
 
      
 
    Michael pushed at the door, but it did not move.  He looked through the space where it was open: about a finger’s breath wide.  Blackness was beyond the door, but they could feel air moving out from tiny open space.  There was an odd odor in that air, but neither Jamie nor Michael could identify that smell.    
 
      
 
    “We need to sleep for a while.  And I guess this is as good as anywhere,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    Jamie put her hand to the communication system over her ear.  “Roxanne?  Are you there?  Please respond.” 
 
      
 
    There was no respond.  Michael did not try his communication system, nor comment on the loss of Roxanne. 
 
      
 
    They set down their pack and took out and consumed an allowance of food and water.  Then they stretched out on the floor.  It was hard and slightly cool to the touch, but they were both soon asleep.  Jamie was holding Michael’s hand as they drifted off.     
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    Out of the darkness into the life 
 
      
 
    They awoke with stiff, sore muscles, and aching backs.  They also noticed light shining from around the partially opened door.  That had not been there before they took a sleep period. 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie both approached the crack of light where the door was not shut.  When they peered inside, they saw a biological habitat.  Even though the view was extremely limited, being they were looking through a cracked open door, they both gasped at what they saw beyond that door.   
 
      
 
    “Amazing!”  Jamie exclaimed.   
 
      
 
    “John’s biology!”  Michael commented reverently.   
 
      
 
    The first thing that struck them was the color.  There was green everywhere.  Not just one shade of green, but every shade of green.  Countless shades of green.  Greens they had never seen before, and greens which looked unusual or even comical.  Along the ground was a deep green so dark as to almost be black.  Mixed among that darkest green were spots and shadows and areas of green mixed with grey or taupe or even a deep olive brownish mix.  Above the ground level was a mixture of various greens in a myriad of shapes angles and smears which neither Michael’s nor Jamie’s eyes had ever experienced. 
 
      
 
    At the very top of where they could see, they saw very light green with patches of light yellow and rays of light. 
 
      
 
    “It is beautiful!” Michael exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “It must be one of the biological habitats.  It is amazing,” Jamie said.  “So, in we go!” She pushed on the door.  It would not move.  She pushed harder.  It still refused to move.  She dug her fingers into the crock and strained with all her muscles to slide the door pen.  It was stuck.  Michael added his strength and together they pushed as hard as possible.  Nothing.  The door was jammed, sealed, or rusted shut. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, open up!” Jamie said and struck the door.    
 
      
 
    “Did that help?” Michael asked with sarcasm. 
 
      
 
    Jamie pounded on the door several more times and made crude and vulgar suggestions about the door and its origins.  But it still remained stuck. 
 
      
 
    She looked at Michael and smiled.  “No, that did not help either,” Jamie said before Michael could comment.  She grinned at him and there was a twinkle in her hazel eyes.  She dropped to her knees and swung down her pack.  Opening it up, she sorted past the teleportation components and took out a molecular torch.  She plugged it into her fusion pack and placed the cutting edge against the door.  She set the torch about midway up the door as she kneeled before it.  “This will only take a moment.” 
 
      
 
    A sharp whining sound began, and the metal under the molecular torch glowed a brilliant red color.  A hair thin slot appeared behind the torch as Jamie moved it across the door toward the hinged side.  For a brief moment, the thin slot glowed red, but that faded very fast as Jamie moved the torch horizontally across the door.    
 
      
 
    Upon reaching the hinges, Jamie turned the torch handles and began pulling it vertically downward slicing the hinges neatly in half as the molecular torch passed.  When she had pulled the torch all the way to the bottom, the lower half of the door dropped with a clang.  The sound was far louder that she expected.  The sound echoed down the stairway behind her and seemed to reverberate over and over.  Much more light poured in through the newly created opening.  The light came from the habitat, and its gentle glow was a huge contrast to the lamp lights or the orange light from the stairway. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They now had an area one half the size of the original door but large enough to crawl through if they took their packs off.  The top section of the door remained immovable.    
 
      
 
    “So, do I cut off the rest of the door?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “It might be nice to have an escape hole.   We should just leave it as half a door and explore the other side before we cut open anything else,” Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    A rush of air also hit them in their faces and with it a plethora of aromas.  Jamie began to cough, and Michael held his nose closed. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Jamie gasped out between coughs.    
 
      
 
    “I am not sure, but it certainly is pungent.  It kind of reminds me of the dead bodies in those domes I saw.  But this is richer and much more, aromatic.” Michael still was holding his nose. 
 
      
 
    After finally getting over the coughing jag, Jamie removed the backpack, and made sure she still had the holstered weapon.  She then cautiously crawled through the opening.  Beyond the door she stood up and took in the surroundings.  Near the door the floor was still hard metal, permalloy, but that only lasted for about three paces.  Then the metal stopped, and the dirt was visible.  It was not blowing about like the dust outside the dome, even though Jamie could feel air moving past her face and hands.  There were also the green things plugged into the dirt.  There were so many that the dirt was only visible near where the metal of the floor met the dirt.  Jamie squatted down and touched the dirt.  It was moist and a deep full brown color.  Jamie thought of fecal matter when she looked at the ground.  This dirt looked so very different than the dust of outside the dome. 
 
      
 
    “I feel water in this dirt!” She exclaimed with genuine surprise. 
 
      
 
    Michael crawled out under what was left of the severed door.  He barely noticed that the door was set into an enormously tall wall. 
 
      
 
    “John told us about biological habitats, and I thought it was all hyperbole.  Certainly, I expecting to see some weird stuff, but I honestly thought John was just exaggerating and carrying on.  Now as I look around, I realize he did not even tell us enough.” Michael was as much talking to himself as he was to Jamie.  He, too, was overwhelmed by the site before them.  He then squatted down and touched the ground.  He reached out and touched one of the green things. 
 
      
 
    “This is truly astounding,” Jamie stated as she looked from one wonder to another.   
 
      
 
    “These are some of those living plants we heard about.  They are far more fragile in touch than I expected.” Michael ever so carefully felt the edges of the serrated flat part of the plant.  “Leaves?”  Then he saw a small tube, about a hand’s breath long, holding up a disk shape.  The disk was about double the size of his fingernail.  That tube holding the disk rose from the middle of the green leaves.  As he gently turned the disk he saw that it was not green like the leaves but was a bright yellow color and about the size of his thumb nail.  “It is so pretty,” he commented. 
 
      
 
    “Look how many of them there are,” Jamie said as she pointed at the green expanse.  It was nearly filled with green leaves, and poking up here and there were the tubes holding up the yellow disks.  “Flowers.  Gorgeous yellow flowers.”  
 
      
 
    The yellow disks were pointing away from the door area and were sort of aimed at the wall of greenery.  Michael thought of the receiving dishes he had seen in some of the dome equipment.  These flowers were like a biological version of a parabolic dish.  But as Michael and Jamie looked closer, they realized that the green wall was not a solid thing but was made up of a multitude of different kinds of plants and vines and bushes and trees.  Scattered among that was light.  So much light.  Light shining among and through and in places, even shining down in beams of light that struck the ground.  The light was warm and bright and nourishing.    
 
      
 
    “We should set up the teleporter right now!” Jamie exclaimed.  “We can cut what we need from the back wall or those stairs.  But it is all so amazing.” She looked again at the walls of green foliage.  It was easier to see the different plants which comprised that wall, now that her mind had registered that it was living and growing plants.  
 
      
 
    Jamie took a few steps toward one of the beams of light that was penetrating the canopy of green.  As she did, she kept looking around and finally looked back toward the door.  The door was set in a permalloy wall which was very high, but the green canopy obscured her vision from seeing all the way to the top of wherever that wall ended.  The metal wall was smooth and unbroken except for the door.  But that metal wall hardly interested Jamie as she looked back at the plants and trees and foliage.  She was in awe. 
 
      
 
    “There is not enough room right here for the teleportation receiving pad," Michael said still squatting.  “We would have to remove all those, plants.” He paused and looked around and then down again.  “Yes, I think these are flowers,” Michael said as he let loose of the yellow disk and stood up.  He walked over to Jamie and continued.  “I must say it again: John told us about the biological habitats, but I thought he was exaggerating.  Now I know it was no embellishment at all.  I can hardly believe my eyes, or nose.”  He sniffed deeply and coughed just a bit as the fragrance was strong.   
 
      
 
    Jamie stood directly in one of the beam of light.  “It is so warm, and it feels so good,” she said in a dreamy voice.  The red in her hair was more vivid, and the light on her face seemed to soak into her skin.  Her freckled face shone, she closed her eyes, and her mouth upturned in a slight smile.  She had never looked more beautiful to Michael.    
 
      
 
    As she stood there basking in that light, a shadow passed over.   Instantly, her eyes were open and she asked, “What was that?”   
 
      
 
    Michael had seen the fleeting shadow as well, but had no explanation for it.  His mind went though all kinds of different scenarios, but he was baffled. Then he thought of the old records John had showed them of the woman being eaten by a giant plant.  “Is there some danger here?  What did you see?” 
 
      
 
    “The light was warming my face, and I could see reddish yellow through my closed eye lids.  Then something blocked the light for a moment, and then the light was back.” Jamie said wariness in her voice.  Her eyes darting side to side as she looked at the biome around her.    
 
      
 
    “I think we better find some kind of cover, I am not sure what is here.  Remember John warned us of predators,” Michael said and took Jamie by the hand.  They walked back toward the door.  “Let us sit here and observe for a while more, so we do not rush into something.  If we set up the teleportation pad here, we will need to somehow make a cleared area.” 
 
      
 
    Just then it happened. 
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    Life in all the wonders 
 
      
 
    The shadow passed over them again, and both Jamie and Michael shot toward the opening they had cut in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, get inside there!”  Michael yelled as he gestured toward the opening.  
 
      
 
    She dove through, followed quickly by Michael.  
 
      
 
    Jamie turned back around and looked out through the cut open door.   Jamie said, “That is an animal! A flying animal! Look!” She grabbed Michael by the shoulder and stopped his retreat into the hallway.  He turned around. 
 
      
 
    There it was, standing in the midst of the green leafy plants with the yellow disk flowers.  It was a creature.  It stood on two tiny legs.  It was about ankle height.  It had a black head and an orange chest and brownish sides.  It cocked its head at them for a moment then dipped its head down into the green.  The head popped up and the creature hoped a few short hops and repeated the dipping process. 
 
      
 
    “It flew right at my head.   Is it dangerous?” Michael asked, and reached to unbuckle his projectile weapon. 
 
      
 
    Jamie put her hand on his and restrained his action of drawing the weapon.  “Watch a bit more and see,” she said.  “There are others as well.”    
 
      
 
    Two more of the flying animals landed among the greens and yellows.  All had similar orange chests, and brownish sides.  A moment later, the first creature hopped a few more times, spread its two wings, and flapped them quickly.  It flew away and was lost among the plants.  The other two pecked at the green plants a few more times, but then departed in a similar manner.   
 
      
 
    “It was a flying animal.  If I remember John correctly, that was some kind of a bird,” Jamie explained.  “John said that the air was filled with flying birds, and the water filled with his swimming fish.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess he was correct.  Were they hunting us?  John said colorful things could deliver venom.  What else is out there?” Michael asked.  He was far more shaken up by the overwhelming sensations he was experiencing than he expected.  All the odors.  All the sights.  All the colors, and all the movement.   For he had noticed that the plants, trees and such were gently swaying as the air moved.  It was all overwhelming.    
 
      
 
    “Michael,” Jamie grabbed his head and stared into his eyes.  “We must find a place to set up the receiving pad.  We know there is a habitat here, and that life exists here.  We must get it set up.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Michael responded and concentrated on thinking about what to do to set up the teleportation pad.  “If this area is patrolled by venomous flyers, perhaps a different area would be better.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.  We will need a bigger area than right here to set it up anyway,” Jamie gestured at the hard floor around the door.  “We will need to find a more open spot, or make a more open spot.  We need fifteen meters on each side of the pad.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we search out a safer place,” Michael said.  “Who knows what predators we might encounter trying to clear out this area.  Also, we have not seen a room or corridor large enough for the receiving pad yet either.” 
 
      
 
    “Follow me, but keep alert.  We cannot be lulled by the beauty into becoming victims,” Jamie said as she crawled back out and into the habitat.   
 
      
 
    Michael pulled their backpacks from the hole in the door.  Slinging them on, they carefully looked around again.  Seeing no immediate threats, they began to walk over the green plants on the ground, keeping watch from side to side for possible dangers.   After a few paces, they were near the trees.  The upward parts of the trees were covered with a hard, brown outer surface.  It was very rough to the touch.  Looking upward they saw that the trees arched over their heads and branched out in all directions.  The ends were covered in the green leaves. 
 
      
 
    Two of the orange breasted flying animals soared by.  Michael and Jamie ducked and watched, but those birds did not attack.   
 
      
 
    “Come on.  They may not be predators, or they were just protecting that area with the yellow flowers,” Jamie said.  She smiled at Michael.  “This is all so exciting, and I know we will succeed.  Life is here and thriving!” 
 
      
 
    “It would take a lot of effort to clear these large plants,” Michael stated.  “I am sure a molecular torch will cut one down, but pushing enough out of the way to make the pad will be tough.  There might be a clearer area somewhere nearby.” 
 
      
 
    “No forest goes on forever, right?  A better building site will result in a quicker assembly of the receiving pad,” Jamie agreed.  “Then our people can come here.”  She gestured toward where there was a bit less ground cover and they weaved their way through and around the trunks of the trees.   
 
      
 
    Other growing things were about the same height as they were, but were widely spread at their bases.   The kinds of foliage were two to three meters in diameter at the bottom and pointed at the top, sort of a cone shape, and densely covered in sharp wire-like spikes.  At the peak of the cone shape they could see small brown pods of some kind. 
 
      
 
    They stepped around the trees and continued onward through the forested area.  The light became dimmer as they progressed.  The ground was easier to walk over, but the canopy overhead was much more dense.  The ground became covered by fallen leaves and needles from the various types of trees.  It was spongy and soft to walk upon.    
 
      
 
    They saw a few more birds flying between the trees, and, once, something ran from under a tree and was off and away.  All they saw of that was a white bobbing tail and a blur of movement.    
 
      
 
    “This is so strange, and so different,” Michael commented.  His voice betrayed the anxiety he was feeling. 
 
      
 
    “Keep it together, and we will get this done,” Jamie said and squeezed his hand to assure him of her presence.   
 
      
 
    They were becoming quite exhausted.  They stopped and set down the packs.  They again consumed a food ratio and some water.  They toileted near one of the trees.  They started up walking again. 
 
      
 
    “There must be a break somewhere,” Jamie observed.  “That area by the door was the most open place, a glen if I remember the term correctly, but it is still too small for the receiving pad.” 
 
      
 
    “That location did offer access to permalloy back there.  We will need that to make the receiving pad’s grid,” Michael replied.  “I suppose we could cut down some trees around that, then hide them on the stairwell to clear a large enough area.  Do you think the entire habitat is one large forest?”   
 
      
 
    “We should keep scouting.  I really doubt the whole place is so densely covered with foliage, but it might be,” Jamie said.   
 
      
 
    After some time, they noticed that the light was fading even more and it was becoming dimmer and dimmer in the forest. 
 
      
 
    “This biome must be on a day-night circadian cycle.  I know I need to sleep again,” Michael said.  “How are you faring?” 
 
      
 
    “I too am tired.  How long can this go on? I have never seen so much green or so many different living things.  It is far better than any of John’s visual recording or his stories.  Imagine what he will say when he sees all this!” 
 
      
 
    “So, shall we camp for the night?  I do not relish walking into some danger in the dark, and the lamps will not penetrate very far in all this.”  Michael looked over at Jamie.  “You decide, I will follow your lead, but darkness in a biological habitat might make building much more difficult.” 
 
      
 
    “You are correct.  We will have to manually set up the FTL message system, and we will need sharp minds to do that.  After we rest we can assess whether to keep searching or go back to that door and start clearing the area.  That will work, but it will take concerted effort to prepare a site for the receiving pad.” 
 
      
 
    “I imagine the day night cycle will be similar to what Dome 17 used, but that is just a guess,” Michael said.  “Fantastic!  Simply fantastic.  So much life.” 
 
      
 
    They unloaded the packs and stretched out on the soft needles.  This made a much better bed than the hard floor in the stairway of the previous sleep period.  They reclined and started to fall asleep as the last of the light faded, and the forest was bathed in darkness.   
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie were not prepared at all for all the sounds that replaced the light.   There were whistles, clicks, hoots, croaks and a symphony of various other sounds which emerged from the darkness.  Those noises came from every direction and surrounded them.  They both lay there in stunned amazement and listened. 
 
      
 
    “Eyes, ears, noses, and minds.  Wow this is amazing,” Michael said as he rolled over next to Jamie.  “Did you ever think you would see a biome?” 
 
      
 
    “It is stupendous.”   
 
      
 
    It was a long while later when they each fell into a deep sleep in the first biological ecosystem either of them had ever experienced. 
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    Someone visits in the night 
 
      
 
      
 
    The light of the morning awoke them.  There was a slight damp dew on their exposed faces and hands.  The RAM clothing had absorbed any of the water which had accumulated on other places.  The light brought with it a different array of sounds and smells.  New, exotic, and different, awakening in a biome was an original experience.   
 
      
 
    At first all seemed well, and they stretched and moved to limber up their sore bodies.   
 
      
 
    “Hey, where is my pack?” Jamie exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “Mine is missing as well!”  Michael yelled.    
 
      
 
    Looking around they could see nothing but the greens of the forest- the soft needles and leaves on the ground - and the light just getting steadily brighter as they stood wondering what had happened.   
 
      
 
    “The teleportation components! The fusion packs! The food! It is all gone!” Michael was bewildered and angry and frightened all at the same time.  He stomped around not knowing what to do.  He punched his fist into his palm several times.   
 
      
 
    “The weapons, and all the gear and gone.  Someone must have taken it while we slept.  We must recover it.   Everyone will die if we do not get the teleportation receiving pad established.”  Jamie was steady in her speech, but the lines around her mouth were tight.  It was the only outward sign of the fear that was gripping her heart. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so how do we find it?” Michael said.  Then on impulse he yelled at the top of his lungs.  “Bring it back!  Bring it back!! Come back!!!!”  He called, falling to his knees with his head tipped upward.  “Bring back our technology!” 
 
      
 
    Jamie walked over and placed her hand on his shoulder.   “We will recover it,” she said it calmly and confidently.  In her mind, she was surprised at the way she said it, for she was deeply worried, but now was not the time to show that to Michael. 
 
      
 
    “Come on and walk for a while, and maybe we can find our stuff.” Jamie said.   “Could it have been some animals?  Do animals come and take equipment?  Do animals smell food?  Or are they attracted to certain things?” 
 
      
 
    “Only John would know that,” Michael answered.  “If only I had not taken off my belt!” He punched his fist into his palm again.  Then his eyes lit up.  He reached up to his ear and pressed his communication system.  “Roxanne?  Roxanne?  We really need you.  Please respond!” 
 
      
 
    There was no answer. 
 
      
 
    “Michael, all we can do is search,” Jamie said, but laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder.     
 
      
 
    They walked onward through the forest.  Soon the trees were less dense and the way was easier.  They again saw a few birds, and another thing which darted away along the ground.  This one also looked only like a white-bobbing flash in the undergrowth. 
 
      
 
    As the trees thinned more and more they started to see the ceiling of the biological habitat for the first time.  It was far above their heads.  The actual ceiling was indistinct, just a presence way up there.  Down the center of the ceiling, running long-ways, for as far as they could see was the source of the light.  It was a brilliantly lit cylinder.  It was so bright it was slightly painful to gaze at directly, and they could not see what was behind it due to the glare.  As they looked at the ceiling they got the impression that it sloped away from the illuminated cylinder and down toward the sides of the habitat.  As they knew from the plans of the colony ships, each habitat was an enormous cylinder with an arched ceiling cover over it.  This ceiling was far different than the one they knew so well in Dome 17.  The highest point of Dome 17, was miniscule compared to this vast overhead sky.  They never imagined just how large a colony ship would appear until they were standing inside the habitat.  It dwarfed their expectations.    
 
      
 
    As they stood, gazing up at the ceiling so very far away, they felt hopeless but were afraid to share that with each other.  Both were trying to be brave, but the mission seemed doomed, and they really did not know what to do next. 
 
      
 
    So, they walked on.  They did find an open area, a clearing, roughly forty meters in diameter.  It was exactly what they had looked for the previous day, but without any of their gear, especially the teleportation components, finding a suitable site for building the receiving pad was meaningless.  
 
      
 
    “This area would be big enough, and relatively easy to build on, but we must recover the teleportation components,” Jamie said her jaw set in determination. 
 
      
 
    “This spot does not have permalloy to use as a raw material.  Without the molecular torches and the other tools, we would have no way to fashion the grid anyway,” Michael added.  He too looked determined.  “We have to find our things.” 
 
      
 
    They walked on, looking for any sign of their lost equipment.   
 
      
 
    Soon they were out of the forest entirely and walking along a grassy field.  Again, they saw many of the yellow toped flowers.  After walking at bit more they came to a sight that surprised them both. 
 
      
 
    Cut down into the ground was a straight trench about a step wide.  In that trench was free flowing water.  Yes, water was flowing right through the trench.  Never had Jamie or Michael ever seen so much water in one place.  It was shocking and surprising.  The water shimmered as it flowed.  Looking down into the trench, they could see the water was perfectly clear, and along the bottom of the trench were small stones, pebbles and rocks.  The dirt came right to the edge of the trench and actually touched the water.  The edge was rough and uneven. 
 
      
 
    “John mentioned water like this.  I think he called it an ocean,” Jamie said.  “Or was it a river? I cannot recall the differences now.” 
 
      
 
    Michael swatted something away from his nose.  “I think I encountered John’s insect life.  Tiny little flying things trying to crawl up my nose.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they found me as well,” Jamie said.   
 
      
 
    “Something is moving in the water.  I think that is one of John’s fish he spoke so much about,” Michael said.  Michael squatted down and was peering intently into the water.  Small shining things were swimming about under the surface.  He was fascinated. 
 
      
 
    “You are not from here, are you?” A strange voice came to them.  It was husky and had a very heavy accent, so it was just barely understandable.    
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael both jumped in fright and turned to face the source of the voice.    
 
      
 
    A man stood on the opposite side of the water and was dressed in peculiar clothing.  His hair was a ragged brown, and he had piercing eyes.  He carried a short rod which dangled from his belt.  He had something slung over his back.    
 
      
 
    “Greetings,” said Jamie.  Michael watched carefully. 
 
      
 
    “Your speech is difficult to understand, and I am not sure how to respond to you,” said the stranger, but he smiled at Jamie while he said that.  He turned to Michael with an imploring look. 
 
      
 
    “As is yours,” Jamie replied.   
 
      
 
    The man looked further away from Jamie and stared at Michael. 
 
      
 
    “The speech of the female is unusual,” the man looked directly at Michael.  “My name is Shammai, and I am of the Clan of Tobit.  How are you called?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I am Michael, and this is Jamie,” Michael had found his voice.    
 
      
 
    “Why did the female speak to me? And are you two coupled? Do you have some RCs?”  Shammai asked. 
 
      
 
    “We are not familiar with your ways.  What are RCs? What is coupled?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “She asks me questions? And her head is uncovered.  Is she not well? Were you taking her to a priest?” Shammai again ignored Jamie and looked to Michael. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Jamie started to say, but Michael cut her off with an arm placed gently on her arm. 
 
      
 
    “As I said, I am Michael.  Can you help us?” Michael said, and tried his best smile at this unusual man.  Michael was having trouble following all the words but thought he was hearing a pattern and had grasped the man’s meaning.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know where a priest is located, in Media, and he can help you with this female.  But where are you from, and why did not your local priest handle this matter? You two are coupled, married, correct?”  Shammai asked. 
 
      
 
    Squeezing Jamie on the shoulder, Michael replied, “We have journeyed from a great distance.  We were carrying some very important items, and when we awoke, they were missing.  Do you have any idea where they may have gone?” 
 
      
 
    “Bandits.  They travel near the watercourse and are known for robbing travelers.  Though, few travel in the forest.  Most take the main roadway.  The theft does explain a lot about why you appear as you do.  May I ask why you and one of your females were in the forest?” Shammai’s voice seemed to carry contempt every time he mentioned female. 
 
      
 
    Michael had to push harder on Jamie’s shoulder to restrain her from answering.   It seemed that Shammai only wanted to speak to Michael.   “Can you help us recover our items?”  Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “Consider: if the bandits took food, it is already consumed.  But if it were tools, books or other valuables, there is but one destination a bandit would have taken with stolen goods.  The village of Gath lays not far down the waterway.  The bandits will trade the stolen items there, if they do not decide to keep them for themselves.  Gath is only loosely guarded by the Legionnaires, and the bandits make a trade of things there,” Shammai stated.  “I will consider it a spiritual discipline to take you there.  But she must have her head covered.  And where are your RCs?” 
 
      
 
    Shammai took out a small folded cloth from some hidden pocket.  It was a deep blue color and nicely made.  He shook it out and handed it to Michael.  “Have her cover her head now, then we shall proceed.” 
 
      
 
    Michael handed Jamie the cloth and whispered, “Play along with this one; we need to get our stuff back.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie took the cloth and stood looking at it, uncertain what she should do. 
 
      
 
    There was a very awkward silence for a few moments. 
 
      
 
    “Can you help her?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “If you insist,” Shammai said.  He took the material back and, folding it, made it into a simple cap which would fit over Jamie’s hair.  He handed it back to Michael. 
 
      
 
    Michael gave it to Jamie, who scowled when she looked at it. Michael nodded to her and she reluctantly placed it on her head.  She felt like a fool but played along.  There was an instant change in Shammai.  He was much more relaxed and calm.   
 
      
 
    “Please forgive me, Mrs.  Jamie.  I was very uncomfortable when you spoke to me with your head exposed.  I have not heard of a demon possession in this area for some time, but I am a man of cautious intentions.  But it seems that your plight from the theft is now rectified, so you may properly speak to me now.” 
 
      
 
    Michael felt Jamie’s muscles tighten, but he gripped her shoulder and she refrained from responding to this new person, Shammai. 
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    A new friend? 
 
      
 
    “Demon possession?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, as the writings say, ‘the female must have her head covered because of the angels.’   You were suppressing your fear of possession remarkably well.  Losing your head covering to the bandits was a fearsome crime.  But surely you know these things, or are you testing my knowledge of doctrine and order?” Shammai replied.  “Not that the heretics in Antioch believe in that.  They are progressive and not aware of the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “Please tell us more about where our equipment went.  You mentioned bandits?” Michael was quick to interrupt.   He remembered that the Eschaton had been populated with religious fanatics, and the last thing he wanted to hear was some religious or theological discussion. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Gath is where the bandits will have taken anything they do not wish to keep.  If they liked your things, they are gone,” Shammai waved his hand and stated that with finality. 
 
      
 
    Shammai knelt down near the water and using his hand as a cup lifted some to his mouth.  He took long drinks from the water in the trench. 
 
      
 
    Jamie looked at Michael and they both nodded at each other.  Then they also drank from the water.  It had a far different taste than they were prepared for, but it did refresh them.    
 
      
 
    “Let us proceed to Gath and see about getting your things,” Shammai said and, jumping over the trench with ease, started off through the grass.  Jamie and Michael followed, carefully keeping a bit of distance between themselves and Shammai.    
 
      
 
    Jamie whispered to Michael, “This is crazy talk.   Demon possession and hats? And drinking from that water nearly made me choke.  I do not think we can trust this fellow.  He looks at me in bizarre ways; it makes me very uncertain about his intentions.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not see that we have much choice at the moment.  We have none of our things, and we must get that teleportation pad established.  So just pretend to cooperate and keep your hair covered,” Michael teased a bit to lower the tension.  It did not work.  He was just as tense and worried, and from the look Jamie gave him, she did not find anything humorous. 
 
      
 
    The three of them walked along for a while in silence.  The waterway ran straight and true, and while they still saw an occasional flying bird, they did not see much else.  The light was still the same intensity far overhead. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Shammai stopped.  Jamie and Michael stopped as well. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Michael started to ask, but Shammai silenced him with a stern look back. 
 
      
 
    Michael could not see exactly what he was doing, but Shammai undid a small pouch on his belt and withdrew a long strip of flexible brown material.  It had a wider area in the middle of it.  Shammai manipulated the strip and folded it over on itself.  Then he pulled an object from the pouch and inserted it between the folds of the strip.  Grasping one end, he then dropped the looped strip until it hung almost to his feet from his one hand.  He quickly started to spin the strips of material around and around his head in rapidly increasing rotations.  At the height of his whirling speed, he did something with his hand; the strip of material changed.  The loop opened, and he let out a cry of triumph. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we will eat meat tonight!” Shammai ran quickly ahead and grabbed something in the grass.  He raised it up in triumph and yelled out, “The provider be praised!” 
 
      
 
    They then saw he was holding a small furry animal.  The animal was obviously dead.  It had a deep brownish fur, four legs and a bright white tail.  Michael and Jamie approached.  The animal had small round eyes and long ears which were tucked down against the sides of its head.  Some kind of trauma had happened to the animal.  Its side was caved in and blood and intestines were oozing out from the wound. 
 
      
 
    “You look as if you have never seen a hare before? Just where do you hail from?” Shammai asked. 
 
      
 
    Michael realized that the dead animal was the same kind that they had seen running so fast at various points in their journey. 
 
      
 
    “But what happened to it?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    Shammai looked at her with puzzlement.  “I slayed it with the sling and stone.” 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie just stared at him.     
 
      
 
    “The hare will give us a meal tonight in Gath.  We should reach there before darkness comes.”  He had picked a small smooth stone out of the dead body and, washing it with a bit of spit, he replaced it into his pouch.  Then he wound up the strip of material, what he had called a sling, although to Michael and Jamie it appeared nothing like the sling that had hurled them into space.  ‘Perhaps the word means something else here?’ Michael thought.  After all, Shammai’s speech was very tough to follow since he pronounced words differently and seemed to have strange tones and ways to speak.    
 
      
 
    They continued walking.  Jamie wondered what else Shammai could hit with that weapon of his.  She felt for her own belt and was reminded that she was unarmed.  Except for the communication system on their ears, their comlinks, all their things had been taken.   
 
      
 
    As they walked, Shammai took out a small knife and worked on the dead body.  The knife did not seem to be metal but perhaps was some kind of animal bone, filed to a sharp edge.  What he did was a gristly business as he removed the animal’s skin, internal organs and did other things to the body.  It was all very strange to Jamie and Michael.  Michael was nauseated watching what was happening, so he slowed his pace to again make distance between him and the strange man they had encountered.  Jamie was unusually quiet. 
 
      
 
    The first signs of Gath were a small building seen in the distance.   
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    It only takes a village 
 
      
 
    They entered Gath by following the waterway.  Gath had about a dozen buildings, all made from what Michael guessed to be wooden materials.   Long beams of what must have been tree trunks were laid horizontally and stacked one on the other to make the building’s walls.  Occasionally there was a doorway with a stoutly made door or window space with closable shutters.  The roofs were made from some kind of fibrous stalk that was woven together into sections which overlapped each other.    
 
      
 
    “Here we are in Gath,” Shammai stated and waved his arms around.   
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie surveyed the area.  Plants and a few trees were growing in various places.   It was still a bit of a shock to see all these living things inside of a space ship.  When Jamie looked upward, she could see the light producing line across the sky.  She observed it but could not really look directly at it.  It cut a brilliant path of light all the way down the habitat’s ceiling.   
 
      
 
    “The sky tube shines on the evil and the good,” Shammai said as he noticed where she was gazing. 
 
      
 
    Jamie quickly glared at him, and he moved away.  She looked at Michael who shrugged his shoulders. The town had an abandoned and empty feeling.  It reminded Michael of Dome 11, and its barrenness. 
 
      
 
    “They use biologicals for raw materials,” Jamie commented as she looked over the construction methods of the buildings.   
 
      
 
    “At least there is nothing around that is tan color,” Michael said quietly to Jamie.    
 
      
 
    Turning away from where Shammai was standing, Jamie said, “But it is so primitive, and how will we locate the teleportation components?  I am not sure he has any more idea where they are then we do.” 
 
      
 
    “We will find out.  Be alert and cautious,” Michael said.   
 
      
 
    “From now on, always.” 
 
      
 
    They walked around the small town and saw that a second and wider waterway intersected the first at a ninety degree angle.  Gath’s building surrounded the two waterways.  There were two small bridges spanning the waterways.  One part of Gath consisted of a large dirt area surrounded by pickets.  It was into this area that Shammai led them. 
 
      
 
    “Hello!” Shammai called out.  “Hello, I am here!”  
 
      
 
    There was no answer.  The village was very still and no other people were seen. 
 
      
 
    “You said the bandits would have brought our stuff here.  What is going on?” Jamie asked.  She avoided looking at Shammai’s belt where the hare’s dead and cleaned body was hanging. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know; the people are not here.  This is very odd,” Shammai said and he muttered something under his breath. 
 
      
 
    “Shammai, please tell about this place.  What kinds of people live here?  What is your history?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you? Everyone knows the stories.  Is this another blaspheme? Perhaps you truly are demon possessed?” Shammai looked slightly fearful.   “Perhaps it was because of you that…”  he stopped in mid-sentence and covered his mouth with his hands. 
 
      
 
    “Please tell us about Gath.  When did this town, or is it a village, when did it begin? Who are the people who live in this place?” Michael was getting frustrated by the lack of progress in finding their supplies.  He really did not want to fail in his mission.  He knew he must not fail. 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand why you ask such things.  Everyone knows the stories.  But if I must report to you, then so be it.” He looked around at the empty village, and then continued.  “But something is wrong here.  The people are always here.  I will not speak of Gath.” He started to turn away. 
 
      
 
    Jamie grabbed him and demanded.  “Tell us what you do know.” 
 
      
 
    Shammai, looking more anxious than ever answered, “Female, do not ever touch me!”  He then looked to Michael, but Michael glared back at him.   “So be it.   To answer your questions, in the beginning was the world, and the world was corrupted and wicked in the sight of the maker.  So, the Eschaton came and took the people away to be delivered from the world, into the real world.  This is the real world.  Here is the real world.” He bent down and patted the ground.  “We live in this world, and we will die in this world.  We have the RCs to carry on the stories, and we all will one day reach the next world that the maker has prepared for us and for our children and our children’s children.” 
 
      
 
    “But tell me about Gath.  What is this place? It is not made from the ship’s materials; it is made from dead plants and stuff.  Why? Why is this dwelling made of dead trees and not made from normal things?” Michael’s frustration was growing. 
 
      
 
    “This is all normal.  This is life.  The trees of the forest are felled to give us wood to build.  The carpenters build the houses and we live in them.  That is the normal thing,” Shammai replied.  He kept looking around in a nervous manner.   “Only in the towns are metal buildings.” 
 
      
 
    “So, this is not a town?”  Jamie asked.  “Is it a village or hamlet or settlement?  That means there must be other towns.  I think you mentioned some names.  What towns do you mean?”     
 
      
 
    Shammai ignored her.    
 
      
 
    The light began to fade, and daytime was nearly over.  Jamie looked up and watched as the lit cylinder became less brilliant.  She had not seen darkness descend like this before, as the previous night they were in the forest.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, the sky tube grows dim and night comes.   Come let me light a cooking fire and make our supper,” Shammai said, avoiding further discussion of history.  He scrupulously avoided making eye contact with Jamie.  Before they could answer, he had walked over to a small indentation in the ground and began arranging sticks and logs, with the tiniest pieces in a clump at the bottom, sort of in a dish shape.  He selected one long thin stick and, pulling the hare’s body from his belt, he slid the thin stick through the body.  He then took out a small black rod which had a piece of metal attached to it by a strap.   He struck the rod with the metal and a spark leaped out of it into the pile of twigs. 
 
      
 
    Shammai placed the spitted hare over the fire he had expertly made.  He suspended the dead animal by hanging the thin stick between other sticks which he pushed into the ground.  Shammai, a bit more relaxed now, noticed that Jamie and Michael were staring at the black rod he had used to start the fire. 
 
      
 
    “The fire-maker interests you?” Shammai said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is made from metal.  Do you have other metal things? Many of the items which the bandits stole from us were made from metal,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    “Then you two were very rich people.  Only the richest people have things from the before time.  This fire-maker came from my father, who got it from his father, who got it from his father.  And that father was an OCM.” Shammai was very proud of his fire-maker.    
 
      
 
    “What is an OCM?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “OCMs are the people who the Eschaton took away.  They are everyone’s ancestors.  All people are from the OCMs.  Which OCM was your ancient father?” Shammai asked. 
 
      
 
    Rather than answer, Michael pushed more questions of his own.  “What is the Eschaton to you?  So, what is the world to you? How many other people live here?  Explain it to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you, the world is this!” Shammai again patted the ground. 
 
      
 
    “This is getting us nowhere,” Michael stormed away and walked some distance until he was not seen in the flickering fire light. 
 
      
 
    “Shammai, we must recover our materials and items.  If we do not, people will die.” Jamie was insistent.  “Please can you help us? Tell us about this place? Where are the bandits you spoke about? Where is anyone?” 
 
      
 
    Shammai turned the hare on the spit and said nothing. 
 
      
 
    “How do we get our equipment back?”  Jamie asked again.  “Where are these bandits you spoke about?” 
 
      
 
    Shammai stared at the roasting hare.  Occasionally he glanced sideways at Jamie, but was oddly quiet. 
 
      
 
    Michael, meanwhile, was standing in the darkness looking up at the ceiling so very far away.  It was so unlike the ceilings of Dome 17, and also so unlike the dust filled skies outside the dome back on Earth.  This place was a puzzle to Michael.  He pondered who had taken the backpacks with the fusion packs, the weapons, and the other things for setting up the teleportation pads.  What would happen if they were not able to retrieve them? They had already lost the FTL ship and the AI Roxanne.  What would be lost next?  Michael sat on the ground and cried.   Deep sobbing tears dribbled down his cheeks.   He felt like a failure in all he did.  His tears lasted for a long while.  Eventually he fell asleep sitting with his back against one of the empty buildings.  His stomach felt as empty as his soul. 
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    Morning madness 
 
      
 
    Michael awoke as the light cylinder, what Shammai called the sky tube, way up on the far away ceiling began its illumination of the day.  It was hard for him to think of it as sky, but he supposed it was a sky of sorts.  Sky had always been tan, windy, dust filled and deadly. Sky was outside.  Now he was inside, sort of, but the sky was not tan, nor deadly.  It was all so confusing.  His back and neck hurt.  He had slept poorly, and his muscles were aching and stiff.  He stood and stretched and rubbed his neck.  That did a bit of good, but he felt terrible.  He walked to the water trench and knelt down and drank.  The water tasted funny but did quench his thirst.  His hunger was a dull ache, but he had no food rations to eat.  That reminded him of all he had lost, and he nearly broke down in tears again. 
 
      
 
    He walked back to where the fire had been made last evening.  The fire was out.  Shammai and Jamie were asleep nearby at opposite sides of the fire. 
 
      
 
    “Come on and wake up,” Michael said with little enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    Jamie stirred and opened her eyes.  “You are back I see.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am back.  What do we do about our stuff? We have failed in our mission, and the people in the dome will die because of us,” Michael said.  The sorrow in his voice was so thick that it nearly dripped off his words. 
 
      
 
    “Last night Shammai said nothing at all.  He prepared that dead animal and ate it.  I ate some of it but, even though I am hungry, I am not sure I can consume it.  It tastes harsh, and it has an odor, and it makes me ill to think about it.” Jamie was nearly as hungry as was Michael, even though she had taken a few bites of roasted hare. 
 
      
 
    Shammai was up and walked over to the water and drank.  Again, he was strangely quiet. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what is happening here?” Michael said.  “This place is empty, deserted, no one is here.  You said it would be where the bandits took our things.  I need an answer now!” 
 
      
 
    Shammai said nothing.  He fumbled about with the bones from the hare and looked down at the ground.  
 
      
 
    “I need an answer from you, now.”  Michael’s voice was low and threatening. 
 
      
 
    Shammai huffed out a sarcastic rebuke.   
 
      
 
    This was about the last thing Michael could take.  His sorrow quickly evolved into anger.  He rushed at Shammai and grabbed him, yanking him up.   Shammai was astonished.  Michael held him firmly by gripping his arms and squeezing tightly.  Michael pulled him close and yelled right into his face.  “Tell me what is happening here, right now!” 
 
      
 
    Jamie was almost as startled as was Shammai.  Jamie had known Michael for many years, and never had anger been an issue with him.  Michael was usually one to keep calm, even when investigating a dead dome.  He was much more likely to brood than to explode in anger.  This was a side of Michael which she had never seen before.  She remained motionless. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me now!” Michael screamed.  Shammai was shaking in fear but said nothing.  Michael yelled again.  “Right now! Tell me where my backpack is!” 
 
      
 
    Shammai said nothing, and Michael reacted.  He released Shammai and backed away.  Shammai relaxed, the fear ebbed away from his face. 
 
      
 
    Michael dropped his voice to a low controlled pitch.  “I am sorry I made you afraid.  It is just that we must find our equipment.  So, you will tell me what I need to know.” 
 
      
 
    Something in Michael’s voice was now even more frightening to Jamie than anything she had ever seen or heard.  But Shammai was relaxing before her eyes, and that was when Michael moved. 
 
      
 
    With incredible speed, Michael turned a bit sideways, and then kicked hard into the side of Shammai’s knee.  The leg buckled as the knee snapped sideways.  Shammai fell to the ground with a yelp of pain and anguish.  Michael was standing over him before he had settled on the ground.   Michael again kicked the broken knee, this time back the other way.  Shammai cried out in agony. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what you know now, or your other leg will be worse than this one,” Michael said it calmly as he stomped downward on the broken knee. 
 
      
 
    “It is the Legionnaires.  Please stop.  We cannot speak of it,” Shammai said through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Speak of what?” Michael said as he quickly stooped down and grabbed the foot on the broken leg.  Twisting it to the side brought a horrific scream from Shammai.  “Tell me everything or I begin on the other leg.” Still Michael’s voice was calm and steady. 
 
      
 
    “Michael, stop!” Jamie had regained her composure and tried to intervene. 
 
      
 
    Michael turned his gaze on her and, his eyes were so intense, Jamie involuntarily stepped back a foot. 
 
      
 
    “I will tell you, only stop hurting me!” Shammai slapped the ground on each side as Michael again twisted the foot on the broken leg. 
 
      
 
    “Talk now,” Michael gave another twist. 
 
      
 
    “The Legionnaires.  You must know we are forbidden to speak of their actions when a village is sacrificed.  It was cleansed," Shammai let out a scream of pain.  “Yes, I will tell you, but by all that is good, stop hurting me!”   
 
      
 
    Michael did not twist and released a bit of the pressure on the leg.    
 
      
 
    “The Legionnaires will sometimes come and cleanse a village.  They did it twice when I was younger.  They do it as a sacrifice to purify the land...  All the people are considered as unclean...  Surely you know this...  and they are taken away.  Along with all their animals and their goods...  And then the village is considered as cleansed.  The bandits must have done more than just steal from you...  That is what has happened to Gath...  The Legionnaires have cleansed Gath! It was a cleansing! Please stop!  My leg is ruined!”   
 
      
 
    Michael threw the leg down.  Again, Shammai cried in anguish; he was shuddering on the ground in pain.    
 
      
 
    “So, where are the things taken?” Michael said in his calm, yet terrifying voice.    
 
      
 
    “They are taken to Antioch, but they are never seen again...   The people are considered to have never existed...   Even the RCs are taken for sacrifice... banishment.   It is forbidden to speak of them.”  Shammai was clutching his leg and writhing in pain. 
 
      
 
    “Who is Antioch?” 
 
      
 
    Shammai’s eyes were puzzled, even though the horrific pain.  “Antioch is the city!” 
 
      
 
    “How do I get to Antioch? Which way?” Michael squatted down and grabbed Shammai’s face in his hands. 
 
      
 
    “Follow the water and you will get there,” Shammai pointed down one of the water trench directions.    
 
      
 
    “Are you sure that is the way to Antioch?” Michael reached for the foot again. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, it is that way.  I promise...  please do not hurt me anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Michael, you must stop,” Jamie said in a still small voice.  She was standing some distance away and had her arms folded across her chest.  Her lips were tight and her eyes were squinting. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose I will stop,” Michael said.  “You head down that waterway.  I will finish here.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie hesitated, but with another glare from Michael she turned and started walking down the way toward Antioch.  She could hardly believe her eyes and ears.  She was stunned at what she had seen.   “What is happening?” She asked herself out loud as she walked steadily away.      
 
      
 
    Michael knelt down over the pain-wracked Shammai.  “You should have told me what we needed right away.  I am sorry I hurt you,” Michael said, with his old voice back in place. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot walk.  You have broken my knee, and my leg is useless...  Why did you hurt me? Why? You are a demon!” Shammai yelped through the tears and sobs of his pain.    
 
      
 
    “I will not fail my mission.  I am sorry about your leg,” Michael said.  He looked around for something to help, and saw nothing that might aid in what he needed to do.  His medical kit was gone like the rest of his technology.  Michael sat down next to Shammai.  Without warning, Michael grabbed Shammai’s throat in both hands.  Even though Shammai grabbed at Michaels hands, and even slammed his fists against Michael’s arms, it only took a few moments for Michael to squeeze shut the man’s trachea.  Michael held onto the body long after the twitching stopped.    
 
      
 
    He then got up and ran to catch up with Jamie on her way to Antioch.  As he walked the light around him faded out in a strange manner.   
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    More morning madness 
 
      
 
    Michael awoke as the light cylinder on the ceiling began its illumination of the day. He spoke to himself, “They call that the sky tube.” 
 
      
 
    His back and neck hurt.  He had slept poorly, and his muscles were aching and stiff.  He stood and stretched and rubbed his neck.  That did a bit of good, but he felt terrible.  He walked to the water trench and knelt down and drank.  The water tasted funny but did quench his thirst.  His hunger was a dull ache, but he had no food to eat.  That reminded him of all he had lost, and he nearly broke down in tears again. 
 
      
 
    He walked around and tried to clear his head.  He felt like he was in a fog.  Images swam through his mind, and he rubbed his eyes and walked around a building. 
 
      
 
    The fire in the cooking pit was out.  Shammai and Jamie were asleep nearby on opposite sides of where the fire had been. 
 
      
 
    “What is the world?” Michael looked at Shammai asleep on the ground.  “How are you here?”  Michael again shook his head.  “Yesterday you were…” 
 
      
 
    “Michael, what is wrong?” Jamie jumped up and quickly approached Michael, who was pale and breathing rapidly.  She touched him on the shoulder, and he leaned into her.  She wrapped her arms about him and held him. 
 
      
 
    “What is the difficulty?” Shammai asked as he stood up.  He was puzzled and not only looked at Michael and Jamie, he also looked around quite a bit.  His eyes were shifty and darted with anxious tension.   
 
      
 
    “He is alive? That is not possible, I, well, I know he was dead,” Michael managed to say.  “Where are we?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, he is alive,” Jamie reassured Michael.  She had never seen him like this before, and she was concerned.  “Come and consume some of the hare.  It is odd, but it is food.” She sat Michael down next to where the fire had died out.  “Did you sleep away from the fire all night?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think so,” Michael replied.  He again looked at Shammai who was now kneeling and pulling off strands of meat from the remains of the hare.  Shammai had no injuries at all. 
 
      
 
    “A dream?”  Michael muttered.  “It must have been a nightmare.”         
 
      
 
    “Here, I saved this part for you.  Hare is good for food, but Jamie says it was her first time to eat hare.  Have you eaten hare before? I think Jamie was just teasing me, everyone eats hare; it is like the chicken or pig: an animal provided for food,” Shammai said and handed the strips of roasted meat to Michael. 
 
      
 
    Michael took the meat and ate it.  It had a strong and pungent flavor and was tough to chew.  It was not at all like a food ration.  He stared at Shammai.  He pondered what was happening.  “Had it been a dream?” 
 
      
 
    At the word dream, Shammai again nervously looked around.  He fidgeted with his hands against his clothing.     
 
      
 
    “Are you hurt?” Michael asked Shammai.  “Your leg?  Or your throat?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not hurt,” Shammai’s eyes shifted about.  “Why do you ask me these questions?” 
 
      
 
    “Michael?  What is happening?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am not sure.”  He ate another bite of the meat and then walked over to the water trench and drank his fill.  He still did not like the strange taste of the water, but he needed the fluids.  He kept thinking about what happened to him.  It felt like it was yesterday.  It was so vivid.  The fighting and killing of Shammai had seemed so real, yet now it was surrounded in his mind by a fog of uncertainty. 
 
      
 
    “Shammai, this was a cleansing,” Michael gestured with his arm to indicate all of Gath.  “The village was destroyed by the Legionnaires and no one speaks of that.  They took the people and all the animals and cleansed this place.  We must now head to Antioch, which is that way.” Michael pointed down one of the water trenches. 
 
      
 
    “So, you do know the ways.  Last night you were testing me.  Let us not speak of it again.”  Shammai’s words were steadier than his look.  His eyes were darting back and forth, and he seemed very nervous now.  “I thought you knew, but we cannot talk of it again.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know this stuff?” Jamie was astonished. 
 
      
 
    “Our things are in Antioch, and we must head for there now,” Michael said.  His mind was whirling since Shammai confirmed what he had apparently dreamed. 
 
      
 
    Shammai had been steadily and quietly backing away.  “I promised to get you to Gath, and I will take my leave now,” Shammai said in a hurried voice. 
 
      
 
    “I still have questions about Antioch,” Michael stated firmly.  “And about the Legionnaires.”   
 
      
 
    Shammai took off at a dead run away from the direction of Antioch.  Michael and Jamie stood and watched as he ran.  Very quickly, he was out of sight and the abandoned buildings of Gath were all that remained with them.    
 
      
 
    “Michael, this is too weird.  What just happened? How did you know any of that? Why was that guy so freaked out by what you said? What is an Antioch?” 
 
      
 
    “Antioch is a city. He spoke of it before.” 
 
      
 
    “But that other stuff, about where our equipment is, how do you know?  Have you contacted Roxanne?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  Roxanne has not responded.”  Michael then explained part of the dream he had, but altered it by saying Shammai had told him voluntarily about the Legionnaires and about the town of Antioch.  Michael did not mention the torture or killing of Shammai.  He was embarrassed that he had even dreamed something like that. 
 
      
 
    “I still do not see how you know this stuff.  Maybe he came and talked to you in the darkness last night?” Jamie was very puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Sure.  That must be it.  Yes, maybe he did.  Well, he is gone now, and our stuff is still missing.  Before we head for Antioch, we should check these building and grab anything we can use; we need something to help us.” 
 
      
 
    “First, I get rid of this stupid thing,” Jamie said.  She ripped the hat from her head and stuffed it into a pocket on the RAM pants.   
 
      
 
    They searched each and every building.  Most were completely empty, but they did find a canvass bag with a carry strap which had been thrown into a corner in one room.  In another building, they found a stout rod of wood about double the thickness of Michael’s thumb and as long as he was.  And in another building, they accidently made a discovery. 
 
      
 
    While Jamie was walking through what looked to be a deserted room, she stumbled on a small plank in the floor which was slightly higher than the others.  She looked down at it and realized it would lift up if she pulled on a part of it.  Underneath was a small compartment which held a package of dried straw, a fire-maker much like Shammai’s and a cube of polished glass.  The cube was about the size of a fist but very light weight.  Jamie gathered these things up, and placed them into the canvass bag. 
 
      
 
    They finished their search and began to walk toward Antioch. 
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    On the way to Antioch 
 
      
 
    As they walked, Michael pondered the vividness of his dream.  He wondered how the dream had revealed such information.  Shammai had confirmed some of what he had learned.  He gained information he would not have known otherwise.  How did that happen? Had Shammai spoken to him in the night?  Or was there another reason?  As he walked, he used the rod of wood as a sort of walking stick.  He was unsure what good it would do, but it gave him something to do with his hands, and that was at least a distraction from all the thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Jamie also thought a lot about what had happened.  She had seen Michael under all kinds of circumstances.  There had not been a lot of time between his solo mission to Dome 11, and this mission to the Eschaton.  She knew Michael was under tremendous pressure, and here he was acting in very unusual ways.  Shammai was even stranger: strange speech, strange ideas, and really strange behaviors.   Was Shammai just some crazy person?  Or were things on this colony ship so vastly different that even the people were not like people back in the dome? As she thought that, she kept looking around.  For about as far as she could see there were the grasslands.  At the far distances of her sight, she could see the edge of the forest, but it seemed very far away.  She looked back to the water they were following.  The water trench was as straight as if it had been plotted on a graph. 
 
      
 
    “Where are all the people?” Michael asked after some time of walking in silence. 
 
      
 
    “We saw that crazy hat man and the empty village.  How many people did you expect to see? This area would be perfect for the teleportation pad if we had the equipment.  It is flat and open.  But back to the people, maybe they are all clustered in this place ahead, Antioch?” Jamie replied.   
 
      
 
    “Crazy hat man?” Michael asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone that thinks I need to wear a hat or something is crazy.  And all that weird stuff,” Jamie was puzzled.  “Demon possession, and cleansings, and the way he snorted when he said females?”   
 
      
 
    “Well, the records for the Eschaton were incomplete.  From what Roxanne reported there should be over one thousand people in this habitat alone.  My understanding was that the colony ships had separate habitats with something like a thousand people in each.  In addition, there were a large number of people in suspended animation.  Here they were probably called the frozen chosen, since they were picked in some lottery. There should also be a crew.  So yes, I expected a large number of people.” 
 
      
 
    “Those were the numbers at launch, and launch was over a hundred years ago,” Jamie reminded him.   
 
      
 
    “Right, but all we have seen is one crazy man.  And what are these Legionnaires; are they the same as bandits?  Or crew?  Or those other things he said, OCM? And RC?”  Michael was rambling as his thoughts came pouring out in words.  “I just do not understand it all.” 
 
      
 
    “It kind of sounded like the Legionnaires are fighting the bandits.  Maybe?  It all seemed crazy talk.  And I could barely understand that crazy hat man.  Well, you sure seemed to have scared him off.”  Jamie was unsure if she wanted to press the issue but did so anyway.  “How did you know the things you said? And why were you so shocked when you saw Shammai?  When I awoke, you looked at him with astonishment.  Michael, what happened back there?” 
 
      
 
    “I told you I had a weird dream about it all,” Michael answered tartly. 
 
      
 
    Jamie rushed over and hugged him.  “It is okay, I am here to help.  We are in this together, and no weirdo that makes me wear a hat is going to change that.  But we must get our stuff back.  We can still complete this mission, if we stay focused.  No matter how you did it, thank you for finding a lead on our technology.” 
 
      
 
    Michael kissed her and held her tightly.  When he pulled away, he felt much better.  “So now we get our stuff.  We have a town to visit, and a teleportation pad to build.” 
 
      
 
    They kept walking and watched a few odd birds fly by.  In the distance, some large lumpy brown things moved about, but they were too far away to identify.  One time they saw a hare from a distance, and it stopped, looked at them briefly, and then rushed away in a blur of speed.  They kept following the water trench, and when they started to see something up ahead, next to the water trench, they were wary. 
 
      
 
    “It looks like a person,” Jamie said as she squinted at the object. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we have nothing really, so we have nothing to lose.  Let us hope this person is not like Shammai, but just in case, maybe you should put the hat back on.  So, you are not demon possessed.” Michael’s attitude was improving, and Jamie even smiled a bit at his joke.   
 
      
 
    “Maybe you are right.  Who knows what odd cultural things are to be found here?”  She pulled the hat out and replaced it on her head, but frowned while she did that.   
 
      
 
    As they approached the figure, they also noticed that the water trench seemed to expand.  There was a circular area about ten paces wide, and that was filled with water.  The trench water flowed into that watery area, and then flowed out straight from the far side.  When they got to a certain point, they could see the person was sitting down next to the water. 
 
      
 
    “Hello!” Michael called. 
 
      
 
    The person stood up and looked their way. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings,” Jamie called.  She walked forward. 
 
      
 
    “Good day to you both,” the woman replied.  She was dressed similarly to Shammai, and she had on a tight brown beret covering her head.  Her accent was there, but it was easier to understand now, since they had their experiences with Shammai. 
 
      
 
    “May we speak with you?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can spare a few minutes from my nets.  The fish are not going anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    “You have fish!”  Michael was elated; he remembered what John had said about creatures that lived in water.   He wanted to confirm his previous sighting. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am Abigail, a fish farmer for the people in Antioch.  This is my pool where I harvest the fish.  The growth ponds are back here.”  She gestured, and they saw a series of similar sized ponds connected by additional water trenches.    
 
      
 
    “I am so happy to meet you,” Michael rushed to the edge of the water and squatting down peered into the water.  It took him a moment, but soon he saw flashes of color under the water.  “Those must be the fish moving about.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, those are fish.   But who are you? Your dress and speech is unusual.  Why?”  Abigail’s questions were posed, not as an interrogation, but with genuine curiosity.  
 
      
 
    “I am Michael, and this is Jamie.  We do come from very far away.  Can you tell us about your fish?” 
 
      
 
    “I am a fish farmer.  I tend the fish, as did my parents and my grandparents, and all the way back to the OCMs.” 
 
      
 
    “What are OCMs?” Jamie blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “OCMs? Those are our ancestors, the ones before the RCs.  You must know these things.  Did you survive the Plagues of Seven?  I thought everyone there was dead.” Abigail looked puzzled but not at all frightened.  Her hands were calloused and strong, and she rubbed her fingers back and forth in a way that she seemed to be unaware of doing. 
 
      
 
    “We are from very far away.  We came from Earth,” Jamie blurted out.  She was tired; she was hungry; and she was frustrated. 
 
      
 
    “Earth. That is from the before times.  The legends tell us of a creation that was subjected to futility and sin, from which our OCMs escaped.  The Eschaton took them away.  Many do not believe the legends, but some of the Orthodox still recite the liturgies of the ancients.  I am not Orthodox, but I accept the teaching as I am required.  I know much more about my fish.  These are the fish of Saint Peter.  They spawn in the pools over there, and then, as they mature, I move them to the deeper waters.  This pool,” she indicated the one they were standing near.  “This is the harvest pool.  I use my nets to make the catch, and then take them to market in Antioch.  Here, let me show you some of my fish.” 
 
      
 
    She lifted an open-weave basket out of the water.  It was filled with all sorts of fish.  They were about the size of a palm and fingers and were greenish around the edges, with yellow scaly sides.  As the water drained away from the basket, the fish started flopping about.  There were probably around a dozen fish in her basket.  After showing them the fish, Abigail lowered the basket back into the water. 
 
      
 
    “Do you catch them with a line and hook?”  Michael asked, recalling John’s stories.    
 
      
 
    “Some of the RCs do that for fun,” Abigail laughed as she spoke, “but when I farm the fish, I always use the larger nets.  Then I sort out the best of the fish and take those to Antioch.  I leave the smaller ones to keep growing.”    
 
      
 
    “Please tell us, what are RCs?” Jamie asked.  Michael was engrossed in watching the fish.  Now that he knew what to look for, he was watching the moving shadows down in the water. 
 
      
 
    “We are all RCs, but how can you not know? Or have you been resurrected?  I have heard talk of that, but I thought it was just rumors and gossip.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand what an RC is?” Jamie persisted. 
 
      
 
    “The OCMs were the first to be Eschatoned.  The RCs came after the OCMs.  If you have been resurrected, then you would not know this.  The Great Sadness happened long, long ago, and there were almost no RCs that survived that.  The legends tell us that nearly all ended then.  But the maker saw us through those dark trials and tests of our faith,” Abigail stated. 
 
      
 
    Michael quit looking at the fish, even though he found it very peaceful.  He stood and took a few steps toward Abigail. 
 
      
 
    “We were victims of bandits, who stole all of our belongings.  Can you help us?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, it is my duty to help those on the road who are in such a predicament.  It is wrong to cross on the other side and ignore a neighbor’s need.  How can I help?” Abigail seemed eager to assist. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I am quite hungry,” Jamie said.    
 
      
 
    “Then we must eat.  Here, help me pull in my net, and we will select the best of that catch to fill my basket.  Then I will take you to my home, and you will be my guests for supper.” Abigail smiled as she instructed them on how to pull in the nets and then sort out the fish. 
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    A meal and a lesson 
 
      
 
    They finished collecting the basket of fish, and followed Abigail along a small dirt path.  They came to a door set flat into the ground.  It seemed to be made from metal, the first metal door they had seen since cutting thorough the metal door to get into the habitat. 
 
      
 
    “Home sweet home,” Abigail said and she reached down and punched several small buttons on the side of the door.  It swung upward to reveal a staircase that led down.  There was dim light at the bottom of the stairs.    
 
      
 
    They walked down the stairs, carrying their meager supplies and the basket of fish.  The bottom of the stairs opened into a large room.  There were areas of light shining down from the ceiling in what appeared to be light tubes with mirrored insides which led to the surface.  In one corner stood a large tank filled with water.  A long table sat against one wall with benches on either side.  A work station of some kind was evident from counter tops and cabinets. 
 
      
 
    Abigail set the basket of fish down in the tank, and they swan around.  She took four of the fish and set them on the small counter top next to the tank.  In a smooth motion, Abigail drew out a knife from under the counter and decapitated the fish.  She then gutted them, softly scrubbed the sides and scraped all the entrails, heads and other remains into a bucket on the floor.  “Nothing here will go to waste,” she explained.    
 
      
 
    She then took the four prepared fish and carried them to a large metal box which sat on the floor and came to about waist height.  It had a door on the front and a metal tube section connected it to the ceiling.  A metal disk with handle was on the box’s top.   Abigail opened the door and placed wood sections into it which apparently were cut from trees in the forest.  She started these on fire and stoked the flames around the wood before closing the door.   
 
      
 
    Abigail had used a fire-starting implement which was similar to what Michael and Jamie had seen previously.  On one shelf, she had pottery which was filled with various herbs, dried vegetables and some dried fruits.  Michael and Jamie sat on woven mats on the floor.    
 
      
 
    “You have many metal things,” Michael said remembering how Shammai had acted about metal things. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I must guard against being proud.” Abigail looked downward, and then raised her eyes.  She removed the beret and hung it on a hook.  They saw that her dark hair was streaked with some gray as it fell down around her shoulders.    
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie could feel heat radiating from the metal box.  Abigail worked with the pieces of fish and placed them into the disk on the top of the box.  “This place is where I have always lived, and my father and mother before me, and all the way back to the OCMs.  In Antioch, the leaders are looking for a helpmate suitable for me.  When he is assigned here, then we can continue with the fish farming, as well as strive for RCs, but I am probably beyond that now.” 
 
      
 
    “Are RCs children?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that was an ancient word sometimes used.  It is still recited by some.  RCs could be called by that word, but most people have not used that word since the Great Sadness.” 
 
      
 
    The smell of the frying fish, herbs and vegetables permeated the room.  It smelled odd to Michael and Jamie, but it was much more pleasant than the roasted hare.  They were both hungry and wary of talking with Abigail.  Michael wondered why she was helping.  Jamie was worried she might say something that would offend Abigail.    
 
      
 
    Abigail directed them to the table where they sat.    
 
      
 
    “Tell us about that Great Sadness," Jamie said, taking a risk by asking the question.  She had seen Abigail flinch a bit when discussing the RCs. 
 
      
 
    Abigail replied with a cautious note in her voice.  “Yes, I could tell you about that.  Let me finish cooking first, and we will talk over our meal.  You can wash your hands over by the fish tank in that small sink." 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie were astounded by all the free, flowing water.  First, the water trenches, then the large pools with the fish, and a tank filled with water, and now water used for simple washing.  Where were the chemical disinfectants?  Why such waste of water? How vastly different was Abigail’s routine use of water than had been the near reverence for water back in Dome 17. 
 
      
 
    Abigail served them a meal on pottery dishes.  She gave them water to drink.  They all sat around the small table in the room and, after the initial shock of a strong taste, Jamie and Michael ate all that was served them.  Abigail even offered a second ration of water, which Jamie and Michael accepted. 
 
      
 
    “Now, to answer your questions.  The orthodox would recite the proper liturgy from the book of history, but I will not do that.  For you, I will give the basics.  The Great Sadness was a time of death.  The OCMs had been Eschatoned away from the corrupt Old World, and in our new world all was well.  But alas, wickedness followed.  The first generation of RCs was mostly born alive and well, but they did not grow up as they should.  As small ones, many got very sick with high fevers and changes on the skin.  The diseases were many, and there was much death among the RCs.  As time passed, and few of the RCs were able to mature into adults, there was much arguing between the OCMs.  Now the orthodox usually do not admit this, even though it is in the book of history, but some of the OCMs understood that the diseases could be prevented by certain injections.  But other OCMs, the one who called themselves the Trusters, insisted that faith in the maker was all that was needed, and the diseases were signs of the OCMs’ lack of faith.  The people were bitterly divided.  As the OCMs became old, and there were not enough RCs to fill the positions of the dying, it was called the Great Sadness.  The Orthodox arose to oppose the Trusters, and a great struggle ensued.  The maker blessed the Orthodox, and they triumphed over the Trusters, but there was one last and greatest, or most evil, of the Trusters - we do not speak his name - lest he appear and destroy more things.  This last Truster was said to have had keys to all the knowledge of all the world.  But the keys were destroyed, and the passageways to knowledge were blocked.  This last Truster did great damage.  He chanted ‘be ye separate’ as he unleashed wrath upon the knowledge and wisdom of the people.  Even though the Orthodox were able to defeat all the rest of the Trusters, the end was gruesome. The Wrath of the Last One was a horrific burning time.” Abigail related these events in a flat tone, and with little emotion.  It sounded rehearsed.    
 
      
 
    “So, please tell us more,” Jamie encouraged.   
 
      
 
    Abigail continued her recitation of what she knew of history.  “One healing center, called hospital, was spared this wrath.  There, some Orthodox were able to save some knowledge, and the injections were given.  However, so many of the RCs had died, and so many of the OCMs were well advanced in age and so many had died fighting the Trusters that much of the knowledge of that era was lost.  The Orthodox wrote the book of history, and have chronicled things since the time of Great Sadness.  But I fear much more was lost than was saved.  The maker has seen us through, and we survive.” 
 
      
 
    Abigail folded her hands and bowed her head, unsure how to further respond.  She had not spoken about those events with anyone for a long time, and she was uncomfortable doing so with these strangers.  But they seemed to have good hearts, and for some reasons she wanted to trust them. 
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    The city of Antioch 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie prepared themselves to sleep on the woven mats on the floor.  Each night since coming to the Eschaton they had had a different arrangement for sleeping.  Michael was concerned about a repeat of his visions or dreams from the previous night, but he kept those thoughts to himself.  Staying in the fish farmer’s home felt somewhat more like Dome 17 than being in the forest, or the empty village of Gath.   
 
      
 
    “This woman is far different than the weird hat man,” Jamie stated as she lay next to Michael.  “She is helpful and informative.” 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, we still do not have our technology back.  I tried again to contact Roxanne, but there was no response.” 
 
      
 
    “Michael, I am afraid Roxanne is lost.  That is a major setback, but when we re-collect our gear we can still get the receiving pad made, and bring everyone from the dome here.  We know people can survive here, and with the resources from the dome nothing will stand in our way,” Jamie cuddled up to him. “Together we will do this.”  
 
      
 
    Abigail had retreated through a narrow door in one wall to a small sleeping place.  She was listening to the conversation between Michael and Jamie.  She wondered if they were spies from Media or from Antioch.  They did not seem like they were of the Clan of Tobit, or Legionnaires, or Orthodox, or Truster sympathizers.  She was not sure what to believe about these strangers, and their claims and unusual demeanor.     
 
      
 
    The next morning, Abigail rose early and had prepared a sack filled with fish, vegetables and some other things she wanted to take to Antioch. 
 
      
 
    “You will need these on your journey to Antioch,” Abigail told them. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your help,” Jamie told Abigail. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thanks,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    Jamie presented Abigail with the glass cube they are found in Gath.  “I do not know what this is, is it of use to you?”
  
 
    “Yes, I can use that,” Abigail said.  “but I am unworthy to have it.” 
 
      
 
    “You take it: as payment for your hospitality,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    They climbed out of Abigail’s home and looked out at the biological habitat surrounding the fish farm.  The sky tube was brightening up everything with its warm, yellow light.  Fresh smells and unusual aromas flitted past.  There was a crispness to the air.  A small swarm of insects assailed Jamie and Michael as they emerged from Abigail’s home.  They swatted and waved them away.  Abigail did not seem to take notice of the insects at all.  
 
      
 
    “You did not eat much of the morning breakfast I prepared.  Was there something wrong with the foods?”   
 
      
 
    “No, I do not think so,” Michael answered.  “It is just unusual food for us.”  He looked at Jamie who nodded her agreement.   
 
      
 
    “Well, your sack has more with some dried fruits, nuts, and berries.  Snack on them as you journey,” Abigail told them. “When I take fish to Antioch, if I start when light comes on, I can walk to Antioch, see the people and be back before darkness comes.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you again for your kindness,” Michael stated. 
 
      
 
    Abigail replied, “It is a day to mend my nets, not a day to go to market for me.  If you follow the stream you will get to Antioch.  I hope you find your lost tools.” 
 
      
 
    “This water trench is a stream?”  Jamie asked.  “I remember John speaking of terms like that, but was unsure of the differences between rivers, streams, brooks, lakes, oceans and such.” 
 
      
 
    “This one you call John sounds very interesting,” Abigail stated as she placed her beret on her head.   
 
      
 
    “John would love to see your fish!”  Michael laughed.  “Thank you again.”  
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie followed the water trench away.  Its course was parallel to the sky tube far overhead.  As they walked they watched the biological habitat and saw birds, and an occasional hare, as well as more of the tiny flying insects than they wanted to encounter.  After they got some distance away they discussed what they had learned. 
 
      
 
    “She was very helpful.  Far different than that Shammai.  However, did you notice she did not seem to know much about what is happening here?  Not with her fish, but in the overall picture?  I got the feeling she did not know we are inside a colony ship at all.  Her reported history sounded like rote recital, like she was just stating things which she was supposed to say,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “I had that feeling as well.  I think she was giving religious dogma like she was afraid to say the wrong things.  And no, I am not wearing a hat today!”  Jamie smiled at him as they walked along.  “I am fairly sure she did not know we are in a ship.  She kept saying 'they were Eschatoned’ like she did not know the name of the colony ship,” Jamie said.  “She was nice and helpful, but what happened here?  Did you notice that the few working things she had were ancient, and she, too, seemed to almost be in awe of metals?  Something really bad happened here.  It looks like the human crew here has undergone devolution into primitive ways, but we have only met two different people.  Maybe they are not representative of the whole population here.  One way or the other, we must find our stuff and get the teleportation pad set up.” 
 
      
 
    So, on they walked.  For a while, they saw a great number of large beasts wandering in the grasslands.   They were a good distance away, but Jamie and Michael could see they had four legs and stout heavy bodies.  They were a brownish color and seemed to be biting the grass and eating it.  Some of the beasts looked up at them as they walked, but none seemed too interested.  Jamie and Michael were fascinated, and somewhat concerned by these beasts.  They had seen so many animals, from large to small.  These brown beasts were the biggest they had seen.  They had also seen birds and fish and had begun to notice that very small things were flying, crawling, or walking around them at times.  Some animals jumped from the bank of the water trench and into the water to swim away.  Those seemed to be both water and land animals.  Michael remembered John talking about his biology, and again Michael thought John had not described how vast and complex a biome would really be.    
 
      
 
    The area around them seemed like an endless grassland, but the forest was still evident in the distance on both sides of them.  The light cylinder, sky tube, was still casting its light down upon the habitat.  All seemed calm and very quiet.  Michael pondered how the people from the dome would handle all the open space, and these trenches - streams - of water were amazing.  Occasionally they stopped to stoop down and drink their fill. 
 
      
 
    After walking for some time, they saw they were approaching what must be the city or town.  They soon saw that Antioch was nothing like Gath had been.  Michael reminded Jamie to put on her head covering, and she reluctantly and grudgingly agreed.  As they approached they saw that Antioch had been built at the same time as the rest of the ship.  The walls around it were made of the same type of metal, an older version of permalloy, that the ship was constructed from.  The walls were damaged in a number of places, and the damage seemed to be from high heat and possible explosions.  None of the wrecked parts of the wall looked new damage, and some places in the wall had been crudely patched with wood. 
 
      
 
    “Some kind of fighting took place here,” Michael said. “I saw damage like this in Dome 11, from what I thought was civil war.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we will just find our technology and get away from the city as soon as possible.  We do not have time to get in the middle of some conflict,” Jamie stated.   
 
      
 
    The walls were about half again as tall as Michael, and so the buildings of Antioch were difficult to see from the outside.  A trail lead to a main gateway in the walls.  Michael and Jamie took that path and headed toward the gate. 
 
      
 
    A few people were walking in or out of the gate, and as Jamie and Michael entered they received some stares and some glances, and people deferred away from them and moved out of their way.  When they got inside the gates, they saw the city was comprised of low buildings in orderly rows.  Each seemed to be exactly like all the others, at least originally, but many now were customized with wooden additions and things stacked against the buildings.   
 
      
 
    The people all walked with purpose, but that purpose seemed to be unique to each person they saw.  Michael and Jamie followed what seemed to be a main pathway and soon found themselves in an open area with many tables and booths and people calling out what they had in front of them.   
 
      
 
    “A marketplace, or bazaar.  They are trading items here,” Jamie said.  “Maybe we can find where our materials went.  We must recover them.” 
 
      
 
    “But how do we do that?  Do I go up to one of these people and ask for my fusion pack?” Michael asked.  “I doubt they would know what it was.” 
 
      
 
    “No, but let us ask about stolen goods.  We do not need to specify just yet what was stolen,” Jamie replied.  “If I need to, I will steal back what is ours.  Actually, you cannot steal what you own, and our technology is ours.” 
 
      
 
    She then walked over to a booth where a man was sitting and had a pile of dead animal bodies on the table in front of him.  The smell was strong, but he was alone, and Jamie thought that approaching one individual may prove important.  The man was dressed in a simple woven cloak. 
 
      
 
    “We were robbed by bandits.  How do we find our things?” Jamie asked the man. 
 
      
 
    “That is a horrible crime.  What did the Legionnaires say about it?” He replied, but refused to meet her eyes and kept his head down.  He was examining one of the bodies in front of him.  “I have some very nice pigmy pigs here.  Do you have something to trade for a nice pigmy pig? It would feed you for a while with the meat, and you know what kinds of things can be made from the hide and bones.  What do you have for trading?” 
 
      
 
    “We have nothing to trade.  We have not spoken to the Legionnaires about the bandits,” Michael stated.  “Do you know about stolen goods?” 
 
      
 
    “If you have nothing to trade, why are you bothering me?” The man was indignant.  “If you are looking for charity, ask the Providers of Mercy.” 
 
      
 
    “How many people are in Antioch?” Michael pressed the man for more information. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you ask such inexplicable questions? Why is your speech so odd? I do not trust you, and that is the end of this conversation.  Go now!  You depart from me.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen to me!”  Jamie interjected and stepped up close to the man.  “We were robbed, and have asked for your help.  There is no reason to get rude to us.  We must find our equipment.” 
 
      
 
    The man turned his back and folded his arms.   
 
      
 
    “Jamie, come on, there is no help from him,” Michael stated.   
 
      
 
    As they stepped away, many in the crowd were watching.  Two people ran off in a hurry. 
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    People in authority 
 
      
 
    As Jamie and Michael walked through the marketplace, no one else was any better help.  Several vendors, aware of what had happened with the man selling the pygmy pigs, deliberately shunned them.   
 
      
 
    “Jamie, this is not working,” Michael stated, as he again was rejected by another person at a booth.  “We have nothing to trade, and they are suspicious.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we search somewhere else in this primitive town.  I have not seen any technology on these tables anyway.  Perhaps there is a more science minded location or store?”  Jamie stated.  “We must find our gear.” 
 
      
 
    Yes, in Antioch, they were being watched.  From the moment they had entered, several people had run to find members of the Legionnaires and informed them that strangers had entered the city.  Strangers were very rare in Antioch.  Even the bandits when they traded in Antioch seemed to fit into the general population.   True, occasionally people who lived on the outer farms, ranches and other places throughout the habitat would visit Antioch, rarely even from Media, but never wearing such odd clothing nor speaking in such unusual ways, nor asking the types of questions Jamie and Michael asked.      
 
      
 
    “Greetings strangers!” A large man bellowed as he approached. 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael were startled to see this man as he drew near.  He was dressed in some kind of inorganic flexible armor, all in dark brown.  He wore a thick belt and shoulder strap.  On the belt was a scabbard with the hilt of a short sword showing.  There was also a holster for a side arm, its black butt sticking out of the holster.  These were some of the most advanced technology Jamie and Michael had seen since arriving on the Eschaton.  The armored clothing had to have been original to the ship, as it was clearly manufactured.  It did not fit the man perfectly but was functional.    
 
      
 
    “Hello,” Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” The man walked right up to the pair and was intimidating in his mannerisms. 
 
      
 
    “I am Michael, and this is Jamie.  We have come from a long way and need your help.” Michael decided that a direct approach was needed. 
 
      
 
    “My help?” He laughed.  “Now that is an odd answer from a stranger.  So how can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “We were robbed by bandits, and we had all our things stolen.  Where can we find them?” Jamie added, taking her cue from Michael’s direct approach. 
 
      
 
    “Bandits.  Yes, there have been a few reports of bandit attacks.  But where are you from? You speak strangely, and your clothing is like nothing I have seen.” 
 
      
 
    “We are not from this habitat and really need to recover our supplies.  We were near Gath when our stuff was stolen.  Then we were in Gath after it was cleansed.  We proceeded to...” Michael was suddenly cut off as the man grabbed him and placed a firm hand over his mouth and clamped it shut.  With a quick twist, the big man was behind him and had wrenched Michael’s arm up into the center of his back.  The man’s other hand firmly placed Michael under control, as he could do nothing. 
 
      
 
    “There are things which remain unspoken,” whispered the big man.  “I am Gideon, a legionnaire, and you will now accompany me to the Center.”  The man pushed Michael directly ahead.   
 
      
 
    Another legionnaire appeared at Jamie’s side.  As she looked down, she felt two powerful hands holding her tightly, pinning her arms to her sides.  He, too, was wearing the non-organic and manufactured armored clothing. 
 
      
 
    “Well done, Levi.  We will take these people to the Center to be questioned.  If the female cries out, gag her.  She may be a witch.  And beware, they may try black arts to escape,” Gideon stated.  He then whistled. 
 
      
 
    Three more Legionnaires came from various places of concealment.  Michael and Jamie were surrounded and were escorted through the city to the Center.  As they approached, they saw that the Center was a building larger than the others.  Over the doorway to the Center were words inscribed into the permalloy: ‘Faith, Obedience, Honor’ molded right into the lintel. 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie were quickly herded through the Center and into a room with no windows and a door consisting of vertical metal bars.  They were locked in. 
 
      
 
    Clang!  The door resounded loudly as it was shut and locked. 
 
      
 
    Michael, now free from the restraint hold spun about, but was too slow to catch the door.  “What did we do?”     
 
      
 
    Gideon came up and spoke to them.  “I honestly apologize for the rough treatment, but we do not mention some things in public.  Now, I will get the Rector and Rectora to come and address you.  Perhaps they can answer your questions.” 
 
      
 
    Gideon left before they could say anything more. 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least we have found some people who use technology and seem to have some authority.   Will they listen?  Will we recover our things and set up the teleportation pad?” Jamie asked rhetorically. 
 
      
 
    “Being locked in here does not help us to accomplish our mission,” Michael said.    
 
      
 
    They did not have to wait long.  A man and woman appeared at the cell’s door.  They were dressed in yellow robes and were smiling.  Legionnaires, Levi and Gideon, flanked them as they approached.  The woman nodded, and Levi unlocked the door and opened it.  The man and woman entered the cell, and sat down on the wooden benches, the only adornment of the cell.  The man had a stern and strict looking face, the woman had kindly eyes, but also a solemn countenance.    
 
      
 
    “I am Robert the Rector here, and this is Hazel the Rectora.  We, again, apologize for the method in which you were brought here.  The Legionnaires can get rather rough.  It is difficult to guide the population without a strong arm to enforce the laws.  Recent events have added to our caution and wariness.”   
 
      
 
    “We had our things stolen.  Can you help us?” Michael asked.  “It is very important.” 
 
      
 
    “So, I have heard.  Legionnaire Gideon said you were the victims of bandits,” Robert the Rector said.  “Before we can speak to you about these matters, it is vital that you understand that you are now in a confessional.  Nothing we say to you here, nor anything you say to us, can ever be repeated outside of this room.” 
 
      
 
    The woman, Hazel the Rectora then added, “Do you agree that we are in the sincere covenant of confession?” She made stern eye contact with both Michael and Jamie and awaited their answers. 
 
      
 
    “Certainly,” Michael said.  He did not really know what she was talking about, but he sensed that she needed an affirmative.    
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” said Jamie as well. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!”  Rectora Hazel replied. Her countenance lightened notably. “Now we can talk freely about anything.  How may we help you?” 
 
      
 
    “Our things were stolen, and we need them back,” Jamie stated.  “We were in the forest outside of Gath, and all our supplies and equipment were stolen in the night.  Then later we entered Gath.” Jamie halted, wondering if telling about Gath would get them into trouble. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, there were bandits in Gath.  And yes, Gath was cleansed.  We did recover a large number of unusual items.  We thought they were from the before times or maybe from the original OCMs,” Hazel relayed. 
 
      
 
    “So, we can speak about Gath?” Jamie asked.  “What happened to all those people, and why does no one speak of it?” 
 
      
 
    “There were bandits operating in Gath, and our Legionnaires cleansed the town.  That means all the people were gathered and taken to the other world.  Our ways teach us, ‘Be separated from the evil among you.’ Once evil ways become habitual, they must be purged from our midst,” Robert explained.  “The animals and supplies from Gath are distributed to the needy as acts of mercy.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you killed those people?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “What? No, unless they refuse to go to the other worlds.  We would not kill people, except to keep our world pure and clean.”  Robert’s words were utterly serious.   
 
      
 
    Hazel then added, “When evil comes we must stand against it.  Like these bandits who stole your food, they cannot go unopposed.  When we captured the people at Gath they were taken to the other world.  I do not believe any were killed.” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct,” Robert stated.  “All went willingly when given the choice.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that not where you came from, the other world, before you came here?” Hazel asked. 
 
      
 
    “They stole more than our food.  Okay, just slow down, and get back to what is important.  Can we see what you recovered from these bandits?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “First, this killing idea, it must be clarified.  We do not just kill people here.  Not unless they refuse to go, or it is in combat with bandits.  Bandits might kill someone for their possessions, but we do not.  People are exiled to the other world.” Robert was genuinely eager to make sure they understood that killing was a last resort.  “What did you say about other things stolen?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, our equipment and machines were stolen,” Michael replied.  “Those are more important than food.” 
 
      
 
    “A machine more important?”  Robert was perplexed.  He was about to go on when Jamie interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “But the Legionnaires wear armor, carry swords and other weapons.  What are they for?”  Jamie butted in.  Michael still was eager to find out about the supplies, but Jamie had diverted the conversation.  “If killing is not embraced, why swords and armor?” 
 
      
 
     Robert turned his attention to Jamie.  “Legionnaires wear the attire of Legionnaires.  They have always done so.  The swords and side arms are only if the unclean resist capture.  Tragically, there are the bandits who would easily kill people, and we do guard against them.  The weapons are also used against the hostile animals, but only as a last resort.  There are gators which live in some of the ponds and streams; there is a wolf pack, and some puma that wonder the world.  The predators seldom hurt people.  There are also venomous snakes which may be a danger to people.  But even with those, we mourn the death of animal predators greatly.  Yes, we kill hare and chickens, pigs and cattle.  They are food animals.  We value people far greater than animals.  We must; people are RCs.” 
 
      
 
    “It looks like there is much to discuss,” Hazel said.  “Let us take the time to understand each other.  You have lost something important, we want to help, but we also must stand against evil like the bandits.” 
 
      
 
    Michael sighed.  He looked to Jamie and could see her impatience to locate their technology and complete the mission. 
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    Mirror mirror 
 
      
 
    “What is an RC? Or an OCM?” Jamie asked.  “We have heard those terms before, but what do they mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Why, that is simple.  You are an RC.  And the OCMs are those who were Eschatoned away from the before times.” Robert looked perplexed, but his words were more condescending.   
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael exchanged glances.  Robert reminded them a bit of the fish woman Abigail.  “Help me understand those names: RC and OCM.  What do the letters mean?” Jamie asked again. 
 
      
 
    Hazel and Robert were stumped for a bit.  They were deep in thought, when Hazel interjected.  “From the history records, they must mean Original Crew Member and Replacement Crew.  Our scholars are divided on that issue and it is only speculation.  I believe the ancient documents spoke of those terms, and OCM and RC mean those things, but I will not force someone to believe as I do.  So much was lost in the war with the Trusters.” 
 
      
 
    “So much is at stake when confronting evil,” Robert added.  “Being firm in conviction, and devout in our…”   
 
      
 
    “Can we see what things you gathered from Gath?” Michael interrupted.  He had no desire for more theological ramblings.   
 
      
 
    “Certainly.  But a few questions of our own, first if we may?” Hazel said.   
 
      
 
    “Ask what you will,” Jamie answered.  “Please know our mission is a matter of life and death.” 
 
      
 
    The Rector and Rectora exchanged worried glances.   
 
      
 
    Hazel then asked, “How did you come to this world from the other world? When we cleanse people to the other world, they do not come back.  You obviously are not from our world, so how did you get here?” 
 
      
 
    “From which of the other worlds did you originate?”  Robert asked.  “Why have you come to our world?” 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael looked at each other.  They both were wondering how much to share with these people.  Michael nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We came in a ship, and then walked a long way to get here,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “This ship you speak of, is it like the portals?” Hazel asked. 
 
      
 
    “Portals?” Michael did not understand. 
 
      
 
    “Hazel, I think these people, our new friends, need to be taken to those things we recovered in Gath.  Neither of us seem to be understanding the other side.  So, let us follow the guide which teaches us help all who ask of you, and refuse them not,” Robert cut in.  His tone was remarkable different now.   
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Hazel answered.  “Please follow us.” 
 
      
 
    Robert and Hazel led the way out of the room.  Jamie and Michael followed.  The Legionnaire guards stoically marched along, hands held at the ready near their weapons.  They proceeded down a hallway.  They then entered a large room with a wooden table in the center and benches along the walls.  On the table were many items. 
 
      
 
    “Are these your things which were stolen? Here are the important items,” Robert pointed to the end of the table where dried meats, bags of grain and other food items were stacked.    
 
      
 
    “Indeed, some of them are!” Michael was excited.  He moved past the food and picked up a fusion pack.  He carefully examined it, and it was still operational.  “Excellent!  This is our technology.”  
 
      
 
    Under a pile of rags was a second fusion pack.  It, too, was fully functional.  He handed that to Jamie, who joined him in searching the table for their lost equipment.  They shuffled through stacks of primitively made clothing, leather skins and bags, as well as wooden and pottery items.  Their equipment was randomly found in various places on the table. The backpacks were located, but smoothly carved wooden sticks had been stuffed into them.    
 
      
 
    Carefully emptying out the backpacks, Jamie and Michael continued to hunt through the pile of things for their equipment.  Chief among them were the controls and components for the teleportation receiving pad.  Finally, all of the teleportation technology was recovered.  The projectile weapons were missing.  The tool kit was only partially complete, with about half of its individual tools lost.  The medical kits were missing.  The table was littered with many utensils, sticks, woven mats and other things clearly made in this habitat.  Those were set to the side.   
 
      
 
    Looking at the stack of their recovered technological gadgets, they saw some had been partially disassembled.  Using what tools they had found, Michael and Jamie began reassembling the parts and pieces which had been stripped apart. 
 
      
 
    “You may have any of these things which were yours,” Hazel stated.  She recognized that Michael and Jamie were well versed with the equipment. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Jamie replied.  “Michael, there is enough to begin construction on the teleportation pad!  But we will need their help.”  She waved toward Robert and Hazel.    
 
      
 
    “How can we help you?”  Hazel asked.  “We want to help, and have returned your items, but you have not answered our questions.  What world are you from?” 
 
      
 
    “Tell them the whole story,” Michael stated.  “They have been gracious to give us our gear.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me explain,” Jamie said.  “We told you we came from far away.  We need to build a machine to bring our friends here.  It is very important, for our friends are in danger.  Our home is dying, and we need to find a safe place to live.  Your world seems to be where they need to come.  Will you help us build a way for our friends to come here?”  
 
      
 
    “It really is that simple.  Our home is dying, and we want to rescue our friends by bringing them here,” Michael tried to put it into simplistic ideas. 
 
      
 
    “We have fine carpenters who can build whatever you need from the wood taken from the forests.  We also have skilled stone masons and brick makers.  What do you need built?”  Robert offered. 
 
      
 
    “We cannot make the machine out of wood or stone.  We must make it out of permalloy.  Like these buildings are made from metal,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “Metal working is very hard.  Few know how these places were made.  The legends and ancient tales tell of how the OCMs shaped and made these buildings.  We are not OCMs,” Robert stated flatly.  “We do not make metal machines.” 
 
      
 
    “We do not have all of our tools; the molecular torches are missing.”  Jamie looked over the table.  “Our machine must have a grid, a platform, made from permalloy.  It must be made from metal.” 
 
      
 
    “We do have one blacksmith who works with metal.  He also has made some of our swords.  Perhaps he can help you?”  Hazel said after a long pause.  Robert and Hazel exchanged a few whispers.  Robert nodded.  They both gestured and whispered some more.  Hazel then got up and left the room quietly.   
 
      
 
    “I have asked Hazel to summon Josiah.  He is proud of being a sword smith, since most of what he makes are simple metal tools.  Tools which are righteous and honorable.  Josiah has studied many of the ancient ways.  He also repairs doors and other metal objects.  He is one of the most Orthodox among us.” 
 
      
 
    “What are the Orthodox?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    Again, Robert seemed perplexed.  “The Orthodox are the Orthodox.  Let me tell you like I do to children.  Forgive me if I sound patronizing.  That is not my intent, it is just you both seem so…how shall I say it?  Very uninformed.  The Orthodox began by fighting the Trusters long, long ago.  The Orthodox study the old ways and seek to understand the before time things.  Josiah once actually unlocked a metal cabinet!”  Robert’s look on his face said what an accomplishment he thought that was. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I should show you the portals while we wait for Hazel to return with Josiah?” Robert stretched out his arm to show the way.  “Then you can tell me which of the other words you came from.” 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie had gathered their belongings into the back packs and were ready to go in only a matter of moments.  Strapping them on, they felt far lighter than when they had carried them off the FTL scout ship.   
 
      
 
    “Please follow me,” Robert said.  
 
      
 
    They walked through the halls to another room which had a sentry posted at its door.  The Legionnaire guards followed them.  Going past the sentry, they entered the room.  On the far wall were eight metal doors.  The doors were spaced about six paces apart, all along the far side of the room.  The area over the doors was dull metal, and the room had a very old feel about it.  Michael and Jamie recognized it as of permalloy construction, and reminded them of the corridors near where they had docked the FTL scout. 
 
      
 
    “Here is where the people depart to the other worlds,” Robert said proudly.  “We open one of the portals and place the people inside.  Then when the portal is closed, the people are taken to the other world.” 
 
      
 
    “Where do they go?”  Jamie asked.  Michael had squatted down and removed his backpack.  He was assessing the fusion pack and evaluating their inventory. 
 
      
 
    “I have told you, they go to the other worlds.  Is that not where you came from?” Robert asked dubiously.  “I have been patient in waiting for your answers.  I have returned your own items.  Yet, still you do not give me a straight answer about which world you came from, or how you came here, or more importantly, why you have come here.” 
 
      
 
    “We told you why.  We must find a home for our people.  They are in grave danger.”  Looking at the doors in the wall, which were more like hatches, Jamie continued, “We came from another world, but no, we did not come like this.   We came in a ship.  Do people come back out of these doors?”  She was wondering of this was the Eschaton’s version of an airlock or a hanger bay, but resisted asking Robert specifics using technical jargon.   
 
      
 
    “I assumed you two did come via the portals, but I am mistaken.  Other than you two, I have not known of anyone who might have come from the other world.  Or from any other worlds.  The historical records say there are many other worlds,” Robert explained. 
 
      
 
    Michael examined the wall and the doors.  They were ancient and not simple doors.  Like Jamie, he too thought they were more like hatches in a spaceship.  He brushed off layers of dust and dirt and uncovered many small openings, slots and buttons.  He took a small cord from the fusion pack and inserted it into a slot near the first door.  The cable fit nicely and linked the wall with the fusion pack.  A large part of the wall lit up with various symbols and a graph.    
 
      
 
    “What is that?”  Robert said as he stepped back.  He was visibly shaken. 
 
      
 
    “I believe it was called a monitor, or a display screen, and it shows us what is happening in those other worlds,” Michael said.  “If I am reading this correctly, this display shows nine major areas, what I think you would call worlds.  They are various habitats.  Eight habitats and one engineering or control section.  Just a partial schematic of the ship.  From the looks of this graph, only three of the habitats are still operating: one, five and eight.  The engineering or control section also seems to be pressurized.  Now this is interesting.”  Michael looked closely at the graphics on the display.  “This shows where we are located right now.  The world we are in.   It is labeled number one, and is called the Coastal Plains Habitat."  Michael pointed to a place on the screen.    
 
      
 
    Robert looked very distressed.  Jamie and Michael were too busy assessing the monitor to notice. 
 
      
 
    “This is green in color, and that seems to indicate that the habitat, what you call a world, is working.  These are the other green areas: number five, Tropical, and number eight, Secondary Aquatic.”  Michael pointed to a part of the chart that was lit with green and yellow lights.  “Now these worlds, or habitats…” he pointed to several other sections on the graph, “…may have failed.  They are marked in red lights.  They may be open to space, or just detached from scanning, or are having some kind of malfunction, but it is unclear.  Perhaps nothing living in Primary Aquatic, Savannah, Asiatic, Desert, or Mixed farming?  I can only get general readings from here, as the artificial intelligence is not responding.  There may not even be an artificial intelligence.  This stuff is so old, I am not sure what is here.  The schematics and diagrams show power systems, gravity manipulation fields, and life support systems, but many are reading from auxiliary or even tertiary systems.”   
 
      
 
    “Your words, make no sense!  But you have illuminated this wall! How can this be?” Robert was overwhelmed. 
 
      
 
    “Michael, does this mean the Eschaton is not suitable for our people?” Jamie asked with a worried expression.  “You know we cannot fail.” 
 
      
 
    “I think there is not really much choice, unless the missions to other colony ships have had better luck.  We need to set up the teleportation pad and get a message back.  Let Brink and the Committee decide after we report what we have found.  We saw all the room around that water trench, and the biome is working.  I think this can work, if we can get the teleportation receiving pad built and connect back to Earth.” 
 
      
 
    “Earth?”  Robert said under his breath.  “What is all this?”   
 
      
 
    Jamie was engrossed in the display and neither she nor Michael heard Robert. 
 
      
 
    “Open up that subsystem and expand the parameters,” Jamie suggested as she pointed to a spot on the display.  “There is more stacked there now that the fusion power is flowing into this antique.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, good idea.”  Michael made some adjustments on the screen, and the graph switched suddenly.  Now the wall was a deep grey color with just dim light showing the outlines of the monitor screen.     
 
      
 
    “Artificial Intelligence Theta Four, now in service.  How may I help you?”  A huge voice boomed from the wall, causing Robert to faint. 
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    Making a bolt for the door 
 
      
 
    Moments later, Hazel rushed into the room to see Jamie and Michael kneeling next to Robert.  Robert was awake now.  His eyes were wild, and he was thrashing back and forth. 
 
      
 
    Legionnaires were standing there with swords drawn, but confused looks on their faces.     
 
      
 
    “Robert, what has happened?”  Hazel cradled him in her arms.  Robert looked in fear at the screen.  Only then did Hazel also look at the wall which was now lit up. 
 
      
 
    “What is happening?” She mumbled as she slumped down next to Robert.    
 
      
 
    A middle-aged man had followed Hazel into the room.  He was staring at the monitor.  He was muscular and wore a leather work apron, which had a small hammer slung on a leather belt.   
 
      
 
    “Michael turned on a machine in the wall, and that gives us the light you see,” Jamie explained.  “It is nothing to fear.  It is just a machine.” 
 
      
 
    Hazel looked at the Legionnaires.  “She is reporting what happened, however, I know not what is on that wall.”  The Legionnaire pointed his sword toward it.  “They did nothing to Rector Robert, but there were lights and voices from that wall.  Is this magic, Rectora? Black arts?” 
 
      
 
    “Legionnaires, sheath your weapons!”  Hazel commanded.  “Let us carefully consider what we are seeing.” 
 
      
 
    The Legionnaires complied with the command, but were wary. 
 
      
 
    “Josiah, what is that?”  Hazel asked.   
 
    The man in the work apron walked carefully forward and touched the wall.  “It gives off no heat.  It is not hot like a fire.  But it gives off light!”   
 
      
 
    “I am Artificial Intelligence Theta Four.  How may I help you?” The wall said again.    
 
      
 
    The man Josiah jumped back but did not seem nearly as startled as were Hazel and Robert.    
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, can you interact by voice command?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “I am able to now, yes.  I was alone for so very long.  Why was I deactivated?”  Theta Four replied.    
 
      
 
    “This machine is alive?”  The man in the apron, Josiah asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not alive like you or I, but it is functioning now,” Michael said.  “Are you Josiah, the metal worker?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I am Josiah.  What wonder is this?  I have seen the portals used before, and they have never shown light or voices.  Rector and Rectora, this is an amazing discovery!”  Josiah said.  He was still staring at the monitor, even though it showed only the dull grey illumination.    
 
      
 
    Robert and Hazel climbed to their feet and stood next to Josiah.  They seemed to gather strength from him. 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, please display ship status,” Michael commanded.   
 
      
 
    “Unable to comply.  No connection available.  Searching for links or couplings,” Theta Four replied.  “I am unable to connect to other AIs or link to any system outside of this transport system.  No lattice available.  There is a major malfunction.  Please report this status to ship’s neuromechanical technology team.  Report sent to Machine Maintenance,” Theta Four stated.   
 
      
 
    After a long pause, the mechanical voice of Theta Four said, “Message waiting in queue.  No connections available to Machine Maintenance.”   
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, please assess your own function and report on your own abilities,” Jamie interjected.    
 
      
 
    “Complying,” Theta Four replied.    
 
      
 
    The people in the room waited.   
 
      
 
    “Has the machine gone silent again?” Josiah asked after a long pause. 
 
      
 
    “Assessment completed.  I am functioning at 1.87% capacity.  There are no links to primary systems.  I am only able to monitor transport systems from this terminal to habitats one through eight.  Habitats one, five and eight are marginally operational.  Other habitats’ passages are closed, and crisis seals are in place to prevent entry.  I am unable to assess reasons for closures.  There must be major malfunctions.  Passageway to engineering section of needle ship is clear.  I have been unable to establish links to any other ship’s systems.  I have records of automated transport of personnel from here to the operational habitats when these portals were activated.  Safety procedures shunted personnel away from closed habitats.  I again requested Machine Maintenance to initiate emergency repairs to my systems,” Theta Four stated.  “No response to my inquiries.” 
 
      
 
    “What does all this mean?” Robert had finally regained his voice.  “Are you speaking to the maker?”  Hazel was leaning on Robert for support.  This was clearly completely beyond their comprehension.    
 
      
 
    Josiah was different.  “This a talking machine, such a wonder from the Old World.  And one can talk to it as to a person?”    
 
      
 
    “Yes, in a way, this is a machine that can think and talk.  Like a timepiece which tells you what time it is, this machine can tell us things about what you have called worlds,” Jamie replied.    
 
      
 
    “What is a time piece?” Josiah asked.  He stepped forward and touched the screen.  It flickered but did not change.   
 
      
 
    “A clock, or watch, or way to measure the passage of time,” Jamie answered Josiah’s question. 
 
      
 
    “I watch the sky tube for that.  Is the sky tube a timepiece?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes, but this system can offer much more.  Theta Four, please display graphic for this area.  Give me deck plans, or schematics, or floorplans,” Michael commanded. 
 
      
 
    “Complying,” Theta Four answered.  “Graphics for transport system provided.”    
 
      
 
    The screen shifted, and a different graphic appeared.  Michael looked closely at the lines and boxes and symbols on the graphic.  Jamie also studied it carefully.    
 
      
 
    “These appear to be pressurized tubes with canisters for holding people.  Is that correct?”  Jamie asked as she pointed at part of the graphic. 
 
      
 
    “That is correct.  I can control which habitat they are delivered to, so long as the doors to those habitats are not sealed,” Theta Four replied.   “My memory log shows the system has been placing persons into Habitat Five: Tropical, for the last sixteen events.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that the world where the people were sent?”  Hazel asked.  “We did not kill them, did we?” She was shaking in anxiety. 
 
      
 
    “The Habitat Five: Tropical was the best choice for undesignated personnel.  It is within emergency operating parameters to make selections in those situations,” Theta Four replied.  “All personnel were delivered safely to Habitat Five: Tropical.  My records are not available prior to sixteen events ago.  This may be due to my limited functionality.”   
 
      
 
    “May I ask it a question?”  Josiah inquired of Michael. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, just address it by name,” Michael said with a slight chuckle.  This blacksmith who made swords did not seem overly fearful of the technology like the Rector and Rectora were.  Although both of them were more composed now than they were previously. 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, I am Josiah.  I am a blacksmith.” Josiah then paused, he could not form the words for all that was going through his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Blacksmith.  That is not an operational specialty for this ship.  Did I misunderstand you?”  Theta Four’s voice carried no inflection or variation.  “Blacksmith: Combined word from the terms black and smith.  A blacksmith is someone who works with metal, traditionally known for using hand tools for shaping metal through hammering it when hot and malleable.  Black refers to the typical color of iron, as opposed to the lighter colors of other metals such as silver, gold, copper, tin and alloys.  Smith being a term for one who fashions and or repairs.  Is this what you mean by blacksmith?”  Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    The screen changed, and the image of a man appeared on it.  He was dressed in a similar fashion to Josiah and was standing before a middle-ages type forge.  He went to the forge and worked on some metals with hand tools.  It appeared that the man in the recording was fashioning a hinge for some kind of door.   
 
      
 
    “This is like looking out a window!”  Josiah exclaimed.  “But I do not know that man.  His tools are like some of mine, but others are strange.”  Robert and Hazel were transfixed by the video playing on the screen. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Theta Four, that is a blacksmith,” Jamie quickly jumped in. 
 
      
 
    The screen stopped.    
 
      
 
    “My friends, this is all very amazing, but can we please talk about what is happening here?”  Robert implored the others.  “My head is spinning with these visions and revelations.  Please help me understand?”   
 
      
 
    Hazel nodded her head in agreement.    
 
      
 
    “I think we all need to talk this out,” Michael replied.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, let us conference together and seek understanding,” Hazel said.  She gestured with her hands, and the Legionnaires left, followed by the others.  Michael left the fusion pack connected to the wall. 
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    Rain in a brain storm 
 
      
 
    Settled in a nearby conference room where the table with the stolen articles was, Robert, Hazel and Josiah were still rather flustered as they sat on the benches.  The things they had just witnessed were so unusual, downright bizarre and strange.   
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael, on the other hand, were excited and talking rapidly about the Artificial Intelligence, Theta Four they had connected with.    
 
      
 
    “I tell you, we need to set up the teleportation pad here and now,” Jamie was insistent. 
 
      
 
    “Is this the best habitat? Should we not explore the others first?” Michael inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Why? Our people need to get here as soon as possible.  We have found a safe place; we can work out the details after they get here,” Jamie countered.  “We need to get this done, now.” 
 
      
 
    “But we know nothing about this ship’s operational status.  What if it is in just as bad a shape as Dome 17, except on a larger scale? Theta Four could not connect to anything else.  That bodes ill for the overall functioning of the Eschaton.  What if all the life support systems are about to quit?” Michael wanted badly to make the right choice, but something was worrying him about this habitat. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, but may I inquire what you discussing?” Hazel asked.  After her initial shock at the reactivated AI, she was recovering a bit of her composure.  She had natural leadership abilities and a personal strength of character which helped her to cope.   
 
      
 
    “The place where we come from is dying,” Jamie said bluntly.  “Our people need a new world to live in.” 
 
      
 
    “We will only get one shot at where they go, so we need to make sure to set up the teleportation pad in the right spot,” Michael added. 
 
      
 
    “Anywhere on the Eschaton is better than Dome 17.  For all we know, they may be dead already.  I say we set it up here and now.” Jamie was even more adamant.    
 
      
 
    “Your people are welcome to come here,” Hazel stated.  “How many people need to come?”   
 
      
 
    “About fifteen hundred people were there when we left.” Jamie then turned to Michael.   “Michael, I say we set it up now.  These people said they will help!” Jamie implored with her words and eyes.   
 
      
 
    Robert quietly left the room, but no one noticed.     
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Michael agreed.  “But the other habitats are all unknowns.  How big will this job be? What supplies do we still have, and how can we make what we need?” Michael was persuaded, not by the facts only, but by Jamie’s conviction.  “We have the components, but we need to build the frame, grid and structure, for the receiver.” 
 
      
 
    “I can help make things for you,” Josiah added.  “But you need to tell me what to make.  I must apologize, but I do not understand all of what you are saying.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, if your people need to be rescued, we will help,” Hazel stated. 
 
      
 
    Jamie jumped up and hugged Michael kissing him on the cheek.  “We can do this!  Everyone is depending on us.  These people have agreed to help.  This will work!” 
 
      
 
    Jamie moved all the various articles off the table.  Some of them were readily identified by her; clothing, bags, wooden tools, but others were of dubious origin.  She then pulled open the backpack and unpacked the essentials.   As she laid out the components, Josiah and Hazel asked numerous questions.  It took quite a while to explain exactly what was needed.  In the end, Josiah thought that he could make the necessary metal parts which would be arranged as the base of the teleportation receiving pad. 
 
      
 
    “We can easily set up your machine in town square.  You say you need a circular area about fifteen paces wide? Yes, the town square will be adequate for that, and our people can then welcome yours.  I will go and make those arrangements,” Hazel started to depart, but then waited when Josiah spoke.   
 
      
 
    “Rectora Hazel?  It will take me several weeks to find and melt that much soft metal and then shape it into rods like they need,” Josiah stated.  “The metals around here are usually too hard for melting, but I know a place where more soft metal is found.” 
 
      
 
    “We do not have several weeks.  This has to be done as soon as possible.  I fear we have wasted too much time already,” Jamie replied.  “Can we just cut out the rods from some of the metal in the walls or buildings?” 
 
      
 
    “Sadly no.  They are of the hard metal.  I have no tools which will cut those walls.  I have tried my best blades before.  No saw I have will even scratch most of the hard metals.  And they do not melt, even in my hottest forge.  When I gather the soft metals, I can melt and cast those into whatever shape we need.” 
 
      
 
    “The rods must be from permalloy.  So, what we are missing is a laser cutter or molecular torch or even a simple vibration saw?” Michael asked.  “We had two molecular torches in our supplies, but both are missing!”  
 
      
 
    “I know not of those items,” Josiah said.  “I am sorry, but as I said and I tell you again, I cannot cut the hard metals.” 
 
      
 
    “Hazel?  Is this all the tools you recovered from the bandits?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “The Legionnaires reported to Robert when they returned, and these are what was found.  Some of the food items were distributed before they spoiled, but all else was laid in here for evaluation,” Hazel replied.    
 
      
 
    “Come on, this cannot be that hard,” Jamie said.  “Ask the AI for a location of some of the ship’s tools, and we go get them.  This ship is old, but they had tools to cut permalloy.  They must have.  That AI mentioned Machine Maintenance.  There can be no maintenance on machines without the ability to cut, shape, and fashion permalloy.  After all, the builders of this ship spun the permalloy, they would have to supply tools to cut it, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I will take Josiah out and make the other preparations,” Hazel said.  “We will ask the Legionnaires if they know of those tools you lost.  Perhaps some bandit has recently been caught that possessed them, or knows of their whereabouts.”  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Michael said with lack of conviction.  “We will talk with Theta Four and see what we can discover.” 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie left to return to the room with the portals and the AI Theta Four. 
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    A torch a torch, my kingdom for a torch 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, will you help me?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    The screen flickered, and the voice replied.  “I am here; I will try to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Where can I find a tool capable of cutting permalloy metals?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “The machine shops on board Eschaton have tools which can cut permalloy,” Theta Four replied.  “Machine Maintenance has a full complement of tools for that task.” 
 
      
 
    “Please display the nearest machine shop,” Michael commanded.    
 
      
 
    The screen flickered, and a graphic appeared.  A flashing symbol was shown in the center of the graphic. 
 
      
 
    “Please show me how to get from this location to that machine shop,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    A video animation of a man walking appeared on the screen.  He was not walking to anywhere, just ambulating along.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, we know how to walk,” Jamie interjected testily.  “Please display directions on going from this location to that machine shop.” 
 
      
 
    The graphic reappeared, and a convoluted dotted line was moving from one location to the other.  “How long will it take to walk to that location?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “At average walking speed, a typical person could, by walking continuously, walk from this terminal to that machine shop in seventy-seven hours and three minutes.  There are no functioning transport systems to take you from here to there.” Theta Four replied.    
 
      
 
    “Are the tools at that machine shop?” Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    “I have no records about that machine shop beyond the initial plans for the Eschaton.  I am sorry, but I do not know where the tools are presently.  My records are fragmented, and I cannot link to any other system,” Theta Four replied.  “The lattice is unavailable.” 
 
      
 
    “Is the route clear to that location,” Jamie asked.  “We could get there and build the system at that end, I suppose.” 
 
      
 
    The mechanical voice of Theta Four replied, “I have no way to assess the status of the corridors, walkways, and passages which are between here and that machine shop.  Were I able to interface with other systems I could answer your questions.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you do not know the tools are there.  Nor do you know the way there is even passable?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “That is correct.  I do not have that information.  The machine shop is at that location, according to the launch records, however, its current condition is unknown,” Theta Four answered.      
 
      
 
    “Can you scan, or in any other way identify, where a tool for cutting permalloy is located at this present moment? Please use all available conjectures on most likely locations and make sure they are places we can get to in less than eighty hours.” Jamie was beginning to get frustrated.    
 
      
 
    “Complying.” 
 
      
 
    Michael was about to ask again after a lengthy pause, when the screen flickered, and an image appeared.   
 
      
 
    Theta Four stated, “Possible solution to the dilemma posed: Emergency Storage and Rescue Cabinet, or the similarly equipped Emergency Supply and Resource Cabinet.” 
 
      
 
    The image showed section of wall with faded letters ESRC.  The screen flickered again, and a split image was shown.  A second view showed an open doorway, and, at an angle inside the passageway beyond the doorway was a similar wall with the same markings ESRC.  
 
      
 
    “Those locations have the tools we need?”  Jamie asked.  “You are certain?”  
 
      
 
    “Unknown.  I have limited scanning abilities, and I cannot make connections to any other Artificial Intelligences of the Eschaton.  I have limited camera surveillance of a limited section of the transport systems.   Conjecturing is not reliable, but in doing so I have come up with two other potential locations.   At the entryway to that Habitat Five: Tropical is an Emergency Storage and Rescue Cabinet.  Reviewing the last transport of personnel to that habitat, the original launch seal on that cabinet appears intact.  Contents of Emergency Storage and Rescue Cabinets included a vibration saw.  That is a tool which will cut permalloy.  I do not have direct knowledge that the vibration saw is still in that location.  Another such location, the similar Emergency Supply and Resource Cabinet is located just inside the engineering section.  I cannot estimate whether the original seal is intact on this ESRC as the camera is limited in viewing and is already on maximum magnification.  Those, in addition to the possibility at the machine shop, are the best estimates I can make on location of a tool to cut permalloy.  Has this been helpful?” Theta Four stated. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, this is helpful,” Michael said.    
 
      
 
    “I do have records of transportation of personnel to Habitat Five: Tropical.  The records show that with the backup system, it takes fifty-seven minutes to arrive at the entryway to Habitat Five: Tropical.  I do not have records of transport to engineering section, but I estimate that transportation would take seventy-one minutes,” Theta Four replied.  “From what I can tell at this moment, both those routes are free from obstructions and the transport system is marginally operable.” 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, we will need to get one of those vibration saws.  I wish it was a molecular torch or a laser cutter, but the old vibration saw would do the job.  We cannot be sure which of those ESRCs even has one.  I will try for the one in tropical; if it is not there, then we head out to engineering,” Michael said but was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “We have wasted enough time.  I will go to engineering and check out that ESRC.  You go to tropical.  Hopefully, we will come back with two vibration saws, but at least we will get one,” Jamie said. She smiled at him, but concern was in her eyes.  “We each do a solo mission this way, but we will succeed.”   
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, can you transport each of us to those destinations and bring us back?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have not been requested to make a return transport of personnel from either of those locations in my current limited memory log.  I estimate no problems in transportation.  I must caution: I am functioning at less than marginal operating levels.  My judgment and assessments might be impaired,” The AI explained.    
 
      
 
    “You must not undertake this journey alone,” Hazel had re-entered the room and had been listening.  “We will send five Legionnaires to escort and protect each of you on this mission.” 
 
      
 
    “Rectora Hazel,” Michael turned and addressed her. “This is our mission, but your offer is greatly appreciated.  We desperately need to get these tools.  Will your people actually help us?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have already arranged for the Legionnaires to go.  I thought that there might be a need, and now the maker has shown me what it is.  When do you want to depart?” Hazel asked. 
 
      
 
    “We can leave now,” Jamie said.  Michael nodded his agreement.    
 
      
 
    “I will summon the Legionnaires,” Hazel said.  “I will have them here shortly; they will guard your way.  But may I suggest that the talking machine not speak while the Legionnaires are here? The Legionnaires are brave people, but I am not sure they will understand how a machine can speak.  It is hard enough for me to comprehend.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, but I do not think that will work,” Michael argued.  “We need to make sure we get to the correct locations, and Jamie and I will need to interact verbally with the AI to get this done.  From what I can tell the only controls we have right now are audio operated.” 
 
      
 
    “Some of the Legionnaires already have heard Theta Four.  Are they hesitating?”  Jamie inquired.  “It is a machine, and not a danger.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Levi and Gideon heard, and they volunteered to go.  I understand you must speak this machine.  It may be troubling for the other Legionnaires, but I will explain it to them,” Hazel stated.  Her voice did not sound convinced.  “I asked for volunteers, and these Legionnaires stepped forward.  I told them it was to help some strangers with a life or death situation, but I do not think they are ready for how strange this will be.  You will be going to another world and coming back.  These are very odd times.” 
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    Down the hatch 
 
      
 
    Gideon and Levi, the Legionnaires who had first encountered Jamie and Michael, entered the room with the portals.  Right behind them were eight other people, both men and women, similarly dressed in the deep brown inorganic armored clothing.  They all walked with confidence and swagger.  Each was armed with a sword and looked like they knew how to use them.  Levi and Gideon also had sidearms on their belts. 
 
      
 
    “These are the Legionnaires who will accompany you on this mission,” Hazel stated, as she followed the last of the Legionnaires into the room.    
 
      
 
    “Rectora, usually we are placing the unclean people into these portals.  That is to protect our world from their corruption and evil.  We are willing to obey your commands, but I must ask this:  Are we to be sacrificed for Antioch?” Gideon asked.  There was not a waver or quiver in his voice; yet, deep in his eyes, Jamie could see a flicker of fear and sorrow. 
 
      
 
    “Gideon, Levi and the others, you are not to be sacrificed.  That is not at all what is happening here.  Let me repeat, that is not at all what this mission is about.   Our new friends need help to save their people.  They must travel through the portals to the other worlds and get tools to help them in saving their friends.  You will help them find these tools and then all of you will come back.  That is your assignment.  I am asking, not commanding, that you accompany them on this quest.  They will be coming back from the other worlds shortly.  Anyone who does not wish to do this quest will not suffer any disgrace or dishonor by leaving now.  In fact, if you chose not to go on this journey, it will never be spoken of again,” Hazel explained.  She then turned to Michael and Jamie.  “Did I express the goals of this mission correctly?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Hazel, that is exactly what we are going to do,” Jamie said with a huge smile on her freckled face.  Only Michael understood that when she smiled like that, she was hiding a deep worry and covering it with her projection of over confidence.  “And these people look like they are the perfect ones to help us.  Thank you!  Thank you all.”    
 
      
 
    “Hazel, when we came here, we did have our own tools with us that would do the job.  Those tools were stolen by the bandits.  Is there any way to recover those tools instead of doing this quest?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have other Legionnaires looking for any machines which may be unknown, but what bandits do with stolen goods is uncertain.” Hazel looked ashamed.  “We have tried to be patient with the bandits and not exact punishment.  Judgment is for the maker, but I am growing weary of their crimes.  When we have caught individual bandits, they never reveal where they all live.  We have sent them to other worlds, but there are still bandits outside of Antioch, despite our latest efforts.” 
 
      
 
    “So, there have been bandits and other criminals sent ahead of us?” Jamie asked.  She looked to Michael.  “And we do not have the projectile weapons which Willie made for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Levi and I have these,” Gideon said as he tapped the sidearm on his hip.  “And the other Legionnaires have swords.  We can restrain any bandits which we encounter.” 
 
      
 
    “Michael, we need to gather those vibration saws and get the teleportation pad finished.  We should leave as soon as possible!” She then kissed Michael on the cheek.  There was a murmur of disapproval.  Noticing that, grumbling, she grabbed Michael’s face and gave him a kiss on the lips, a passionate, lingering kiss. 
 
      
 
    Hazel was looking away when the kiss ended.  Michael held Jamie for a bit longer, before ending their hug and saying: “Yes, we will do this.” 
 
      
 
    “I am heading to the tropical habitat,” Michael stated.  “Which of the Legionnaires will be accompanying me?”   
 
      
 
    “Levi, you take your people and protect Michael.  Listen to him as you would listen to me,” Hazel said.  “May the maker guide and lead you.” 
 
      
 
    Levi stepped forward with four of the other Legionnaires.  Michael led them to the portal doorway at the furthest side of the room.   The metal was cool to the touch.  Michael could sense only the slightest hesitation as some of the other Legionnaires saw that the wall was still illuminated.  None of the Legionnaires commented about it.    
 
      
 
    “When we send people to the other worlds, I push these symbols,” Hazel said.  She touched several spots next to the portal doorway.  The metal door slid open revealing a small room with seats along both sides, facing one another.  It looked like about twenty people could sit in that room.  Michael and the Legionnaires entered the room and sat down.    
 
      
 
    Jamie looked in and gave Michael a thumbs-up. 
 
      
 
    Michael checked his backpack.  He was taking anything he thought might help him to recover the vibration saw.  The materials for the teleportation pad he had left where they were setting it up.  Jamie also had her backpack with the tools she thought she would need.  Neither of them wanted to risk losing any of the teleportation components.      
 
      
 
    “Rectora Hazel?”  Michael asked.  “Our special tools and items at the town square are secure, right?” 
 
      
 
    Levi spoke before she could, “I saw to that myself.  Tobias and Matilda are guarding those implements.  No one will bother to touch any of the strangers’ things.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Levi,” Hazel said.  “Rest assured Michael and Jamie, the parts of your machine you leave here will be here on your return.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!”  Once seated, Michael commanded: “Theta Four, please take us to the tropical habitat.”   
 
      
 
    “Complying,” the Artificial Intelligence stated.  The voice sounded from the room and came from hidden speakers in the transport.  The Legionnaires showed little outward reaction.  Apparently, Hazel had instructed them about disembodied voices; however, their eyes were very alert.    
 
      
 
    The door slid shut.  There was a soft whooshing sound, some clanking noises, and the room, which was in reality a mobile transport vehicle, rushed away from the terminal.    
 
      
 
    Jamie looked around the portal room after the door had closed off her view from Michael.  After the long way they had come, she wondered when she would see him again.  Watching him leave on a solo mission, even though he was with the Legionnaires, bothered her more than she showed on the outside.  She suppressed her feelings and turned to Hazel.  “Thank you for sending those Legionnaires, and for having them guard our equipment.  This is a matter of life or death.”   
 
      
 
    “Let us both hope for life,” Hazel stated.   
 
      
 
    “Indeed.  Now I will be going to engineering.”  Again, memories of her mission to Dome 3 and its disastrous results, along with some ridiculous statements subsequently made by Doctor Larson flittered though her mind.  Jamie snorted and only briefly considered that.  She had a job to do, and her proven leadership abilities took over. 
 
      
 
    "Rectora Hazel, thank you again for sending your people with us and for their guarding our supplies and equipment." Jamie stared hard at Hazel. 
 
      
 
    “Your gratitude is acknowledged.  I did not really send them, but offered them the choice to volunteer. I will personally ensure that the Legionnaires are guarding the town square.  I have the feeling that some of the items you brought would be even more difficult to replace than tools for cutting the hard metal,” Hazel replied.  “I want to help save your people.”  She turned to Gideon.  “Please accompany Jamie and obey her as you would me or the Rector.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Rectora Hazel,” Gideon snapped back.    
 
      
 
    “Excellent.  You have been very generous in helping us,” Jamie said.  “Okay, troops, Gideon, and you others, prepare to leave with me.  We are going now.” Jamie marched over to the next door.  “Theta Four, will this transport take us to the engineering section?” 
 
      
 
    “I believe it will, and I will do my best,” the AI responded.    
 
      
 
    Jamie pushed the same symbols she had seen Hazel push.  The door slid open.  A nearly identical room with seats facing each other was revealed.  Jamie entered the transport vehicle, turned and said, “Gideon, we are leaving.  Are you coming with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Gideon replied.  He and the other four Legionnaires entered the transport.  They were a bit more hesitant than had been the ones who departed with Michael.  They sat in the seats.  “I never thought I would be banished,” Gideon mumbled.    
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, take us to engineering,” Jamie commanded.  She then looked over at Gideon.  “We will be back.  Do not fear.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not afraid!” Gideon’s voice thundered.    
 
      
 
    “Attempting to comply,” the AI said.    
 
      
 
    The door slid shut.  Then there were a series of clanking noises, and then the vehicle whooshed away.    
 
      
 
    The search for the vibration saws had begun.    
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    Sand, water, savages, what is not to love 
 
      
 
    Michael looked around as the transport sped away.  The interior was illuminated by a strip of light that went down the middle of the ceiling.  It was not bright light, but enough to see everything in the transport.  The Legionnaires were handling the transport vehicle’s movement better than he anticipated.  One legionnaire actually was resting his head against the back of the seat and appeared to be sleeping.  The others were sitting quietly.  There was very little sensation of movement, and Michael wondered about the mechanics of its propulsion.    
 
      
 
    “Do you alone talk to the machine?” Levi asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. Anyone can converse with the machine.  It was built to be a helper for people.” Michael almost said ‘in this ship’ but caught himself before he did.  He wondered if Levi even knew he was in a spaceship. 
 
      
 
    “I have never heard a talking machine.  Are you certain it is not a demon?” Levi asked.  “Or some kind of witchcraft?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am certain it is not a demon, witchcraft or some form of sorcery.  It is a machine, just like your weapons, or the doors that slide open or the forge that Josiah uses.  It is just a much more complicated machine.  A machine that runs on power, sort of like people and animals run on food,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “My pistol has not spoken to me,” Levi pondered.  “But when it does speak, the gators get the message,” Levi laughed.  It was clear he was still uncertain about the Artificial Intelligence.  “Does the talking machine hear us in here?”   
 
      
 
    “That is a good question,” Michael replied.  “I figured when we arrived at the tropical habitat we would have an access terminal to address the AI, I mean, the talking machine.  Its name is Theta Four, and you, too, can speak to it,” Michael said.  He looked around at the interior of the transport.  There were no visible controls or screens.  But that did not really mean much, since a lot of the interior was covered in grime and dust and dirt.  He had not been able to see where the monitor or the display was in the portal room prior to when it was activated, so he was unsure what might lie beneath the surface of the transport vehicle.  There were some ambiguous nobs and small projections, but nothing which looked like a control board or interface.    
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, can you hear me?” Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    A voice replied, sounding tiny and far away.  It was similar, but somewhat different, to the voice they had heard when they left the portal room.   “Yes, I can hear you.  There are no working displays in the transport.  The speaker system malfunctioned when the vehicle departed the terminal.  The original equipment is not functional, and I am only able to give you audio replies, and that is only through the transport capsule’s alarm system.  I am modulating the alarms to make words.  I apologize for the quality of this verbalization.” 
 
      
 
    “Did Jamie and the others depart for engineering?” Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    “Affirmative.  Their estimated time of arrival is shortly after you reach Habitat Five: Tropical,” the AI replied. 
 
      
 
    They all sat in silence for quite a while.  Several of the other Legionnaires eyes had grown larger and more alert when the AI spoke.      
 
      
 
    “So, I am going to see another world?”  Levi said almost to himself. 
 
      
 
    “Not another world.  This is all part of the Colony Ship Eschaton, and it is not a world.  The Eschaton has various habitations inside and is traveling toward another world,” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    Michael was surprised by the artificial intelligence system’s explanation.  He had hoped to not overwhelm these Legionnaires with more than the already extremely new and unsettling ideas and concepts they were experiencing.      
 
      
 
    “Brother Levi, this sounds more like witchcraft than tools and machines.  But I stand with you,” one of the Legionnaires, a woman with a stunningly beautiful face stated.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, Deborah, it is certainly unusual.  I know not all about what this machine speaks.  But I trust the Rectora, and she said we are to obey Michael.  So, Michael, what do we hope to see in this new world?  I mean, this, what was it called?  Well, the place we are going to?”  Levi was at a bit of a loss for words.  He was trying to phrase things to avoid having the talking machine answer him again. 
 
      
 
    “Habitat Five: Tropical, is the official name.  I am not sure what it will be like, but we only need to find the ESRC and break it open and retrieve the vibration saw.  Then we return to build our project,” Michael said.  “I have never been here either, and much of this is new to me as well.  We will face it together.  Like your friend said, I will stand with all of you.” 
 
      
 
    The looks the Legionnaires gave him were not confidence, but a slight bit of grudging respect.  Apparently what Michael had said resonated with the Legionnaires. 
 
      
 
    “We are approaching the entry to Habitat Five: Tropical.  Cameras show that there is a group of humans standing very near the doorway.  They seem to be carrying large wooden implements,” Theta Four reported.  “ETA two minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds like bandits, if I am understanding this talking machine correctly,” Levi said.  “Legionnaires be prepared! We cannot let Michael be injured or have anything stolen.  Protect him and listen to him.  Fight well!” 
 
      
 
    The car gently glided to a stop, then seemed to reverse for a moment.  There was a loud clicking sound, and the door slid open.  Bright beams of light came in and temporarily blinded the people inside.    
 
      
 
    Suddenly, rough hands were all over the Legionnaires, and loud voices were calling out.  There was a flurry of arms and legs punching and kicking.  The melee moved out of the transport and onto a sandy area.  Michael felt himself pulled along, but by whom he was unsure.  He received an elbow in the mouth, and a trickle of blood ran down his face.  He pushed hard against the person in front of him, as his eyes adjusted to the very bright light. 
 
      
 
    Blam!   
 
      
 
    A huge explosive noise went off.  People jumped back.  Michael fell away from the hands that had held him and landed on his butt in sand.  This allowed Michael to see what was happening.  Levi had drawn out his sidearm and fired it.  A man in a leather tunic was sprawled at Levi’s feet.  Blood was rapidly gushing from his abdomen.   A crude club was lying to the side. 
 
      
 
    The momentary stillness was broken as another long-haired man wearing a leather tunic swung his club at Levi.  Levi deftly stepped away from that swing and brought up his pistol.  Before he could fire it, a sword came chopping down into the club driving it into the sand.  One of the other Legionnaires had deflected the club’s path with his sword.  But now the sword was wedged into the club, and both men were wrestling over their entangled weapons.  
 
      
 
    Others were fighting nearby, the sounds of hand to hand combat loud and vigorous.  
 
      
 
    Michael stood up as other leather clad attackers jumped at them.  Michael easily avoided the clumsy swings of the clubs and landed punch after punch on his attackers.  Several were knocked unconscious by the force of Michael’s fists.     
 
      
 
    Blam…   Blam.... 
 
      
 
    Two more attackers fell to the sand, their bodies blasted into mush by Levi’s pistol.  They were soon disarmed and the rest turned and began fleeing across the sand.    
 
      
 
    The fighting was over. 
 
      
 
    Michael looked around.  There were seven dead attackers lying in the sand.  Three were killed by Levi’s pistol; the other four were struck by the Legionnaires’ swords.  Two of the enemy dead were women and five men.  All were dressed in rough leather tunics and no footwear.  One body had been nearly decapitated by a Legionnaire; the head attached only by a nearly severed spinal column.      
 
      
 
    “Search those,” Levi ordered.  A Legionnaire walked over to the enemy bodies and started flipping them over.  Except for the crude clubs, the enemies were carrying nothing. 
 
      
 
    One Legionnaire lay face down in the sand.    
 
      
 
    Levi fell to his knees next to the Legionnaire in the sand.  “Deborah!” he cried.  He turned over the Legionnaire and looked into her face.  She was dead.  A club had caught her across the forehead, leaving her eyes and nose a bloody crushed mess.  “Oh Deborah.  You were such a good friend!” Levi cried bitterly. 
 
      
 
    The other Legionnaires, swords in front of them, stood around in a circle with their backs to Levi and the dead Deborah.  They watched the tropical forest to which the bandits had run.  Levi undressed Deborah and removed the deep brown armor, the belt and sword.  He then placed his hand on her cheek saying, “Farewell my good and faithful friend.  Enter into the happiness of the maker.” 
 
      
 
    Folding up the armor, and Deborah’s other supplies, Levi tied them with her belt and slung it over his shoulder.  He stood up.  “Let us complete this task, so that my friend’s death is not in vain.  What do we do now?” He looked to Michael.       
 
      
 
    “I am sorry about your friend, Deborah.  Do you have any idea why we were attacked?” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Bandits do not usually just attack an armed group; they more often are thieves or kidnapers.”  Levi replied.  “But who can fathom the ways of evil?  Let us finish this task and go back home.  This world is hot, and the sky does not look right.” Levi covered his eyes as he glanced upward.    
 
      
 
    Indeed, the tropical habitat was much different from where they had been.  The sky tube overhead was much brighter.  The sand was thick under their feet.  It was also moist and sticky.  The trees and undergrowth were much more lush, and the air was heavy with humidity.  Michael was used to the dry air of Dome 17 and had been tolerating the conditions in the other habitat, which had more humidity than he was used to.   The air in tropical was so muggy it felt almost oppressive.  From the light, to the foliage, to the attack, Michael felt that this tropical place was unusual and dangerous. 
 
      
 
    “There is the ESRC,” Michael pointed.  “Inside it, we should find the tools we need to cut the metal.” Michael silently hoped that was true.  If not, several people had just died, and Dome 17 might have no hope.  Michael’s thoughts went to Jamie.  Was she having any better luck than he was?   
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    Come and ride the train to the junction 
 
      
 
    Jamie, Gideon and the other Legionnaires sat in silence as the transport took them toward engineering.  The light in this transport as a bit brighter than what Michael had experienced.  A sense of tension was in the air, but no one dared to speak.    
 
      
 
    The time passed slowly.  Jamie wondered, and, while she would not admit it to these strangers, she was uncomfortable without Michael around.  They had been through so much on this adventure, and everyone in Dome 17 was depending on them.  Thinking about Dome 17 reminded her that perhaps those people were already safe and aboard one of the other colony ships.  Maybe all this effort was for nothing?  Would they get the teleportation system all established and still never hear from Dome 17 again?  She knew that the Committee would move the people from Dome 17 to the first safe place available.  The Committee would not wait for anyone, but would evacuate the dome immediately when a safe destination was located.  Would the Eschaton be that safe place?  Or have the people already been teleported to another of the colony ships?  Had another team already recovered a colony ship?  Many things rushed through Jamie’s mind as she waited to arrive at the place called engineering.  
 
      
 
    “Jamie, are you able to hear this?" Theta Four asked in a small and rather odd sounding voice. 
 
      
 
    The Legionnaires all nearly jumped through the roof of the transport. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  Are you Theta Four?” Jamie asked.  She had not jumped like the rest of the people around her, but her thoughts were now back on the present mission. 
 
      
 
    “Michael and the others were delivered to Habitat Five: Tropical moments ago.  I have observed that they were attacked by humans wielding clubs.  There appear to be casualties, but I have very limited assessment capabilities,” Theta Four reported.    
 
      
 
    “Causalities?  Who is hurt?  Has anyone died?”  Gideon asked with genuine concern. 
 
      
 
    “I am uncertain.  Visual images are not clear enough to ascertain details.  The attackers have suffered more casualties than those I delivered.  I am sorry I am not more help,” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    “Can we trust this talking machine?”  Gideon asked.  “Levi was with the Legionnaires.” 
 
      
 
    “I report as accurately as my capabilities allow,” Theta Four answered.   
 
      
 
    “Gideon, there is nothing we can do about them right now,” Jamie stated.  “Theta Four?  Have they recovered the vibration saw?” 
 
      
 
    “They appear to be attempting to open the Emergency Supply Rescue Cabinet at the moment.   Your destination is approaching.  Engineering terminal docking commenced.  Prepare for arrival,” Theta Four reported.    
 
      
 
    The transport slid to a halt, reversed and locked into the platform with resounding clanks and clicks.  The occupants of the transport felt the motions, but the Legionnaires did not have much idea what was really happening.  Jamie knew that the transport had docked with the engineering section.  She stood and approached the doorway.  She expected it to open, but it did not.    
 
      
 
    Jamie pushed at several sections around the doorway, but could not find a way to activate the door to open.    
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, open the door to the engineering section,” Jamie commanded.    
 
      
 
    “The door should have opened when you arrived,” Theta Four responded.    
 
      
 
    “It did not.  Activate the door and open it to the engineering section,” Jamie repeated. 
 
      
 
    “Attempting to comply,” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    “Are we trapped in here?” One of the Legionnaires asked; his voice breaking in fear. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, Malcus, we can break it down easily,” another Legionnaire said as she slapped his shoulder.    
 
      
 
    The door finally slid open.    
 
      
 
    “I was able to override and activate the door, but, beyond that, I have no way to accurately access anything.  I have only very limited video surveillance.  I had to link through several sections to gain access to the door controls,” Theta Four stated.    
 
      
 
    “Thanks for getting it open.  You will be able to take us back, right?” Jamie asked.    
 
      
 
    “The system looks operable, and I now have control of the portal door on that end.  From my limited visual inspection, there appears to have been much unauthorized, and ill suited, modification to the electromechanical systems in the entrance to that engineering section,” Theta Four reported.    
 
      
 
    “Keep this door open and the transport ready.  We will not be long,” Jamie ordered. 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative,” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    Outside the door was an antechamber about twice the size of the transport.  It was lit by overhead lighting which hung between large pipes, conduits, wiring, and ducts.  The metal walls were covered in expanded metal grillwork.  The light was about as bright as in the transport, but the antechamber was very cold in temperature.  The air was stale.  At the far end was an open doorway, through which Jamie could see the ESRC markings on the wall.     
 
      
 
    Jamie stepped out of the transport and the Legionnaires followed her.  As they took a few steps forward, an alarm went off and there was an incredibly load clanging sound.  Jamie looked over and saw that the doorway which had been open, behind which was the ESRC, was now closed by a permalloy security door.  The door was stripped yellow and black.  Red lights were flashing rapidly from some unknown source.  Jamie looked behind her and saw that the portal door to the transport was still open.    
 
      
 
    Zing!  Zing!  Zing! 
 
      
 
    Three bright flashes of a beam of blue light zipped through the room.  Three Legionnaires fell to the floor.  Jamie dove to the floor near one wall.  Gideon was not far behind, as he too took to the floor for cover.   The fourth legionnaire stood in shocked silence and looked around.    
 
      
 
    The standing legionnaire, Malcus, looked at his fallen companions.  They were cut into sections.  The inorganic armor they wore was melted apart and dripped into the ruined bodies underneath.  There were dismembered arms and legs and a chest severed from the back and shoulders.  A huge mass of blood was gushing from the extreme injuries of the now dead Legionnaires, and the pool was spreading across the floor.    
 
      
 
    “No!” Malcus yelled and ran for the transport. 
 
      
 
    Zing.  Zing.     
 
      
 
    Bright blue beams of light tore into Malcus’s legs and butt.  His torso continued for a bit, dropping just short of the door to the transport.  His legs were a pace or two behind him.  His screams did not last long. 
 
      
 
    “In here,” Jamie yelled as she pulled open a grille revealing a section of the wall.  It was an access passage which was just big enough to crawl into.   Gideon quickly pulled himself into the passage after her.    
 
      
 
    “What kind of demonic place is this?” Gideon asked.  His voice was trembling in both fear and anger.  He pulled the grilled door shut behind him.  Light seeped in through the expanded metal. 
 
      
 
    “Those are energy weapons.  This is some kind of defense system,” Jamie said in a breathless gasp.  “I hope I can turn it off somehow.” She was following some conduits and wiring along the wall.  In addition to being fairly dim in the access passage, it was even colder.  “If I can just get to a junction box,” She mumbled as she crawled along.  She was soon a good distance from the grille, but the light was poor.    
 
      
 
    Pulling at a small box, Jamie yanked open the covering and exposed a complex set of conduits, wires, chips, boards and tubes.  They were barely visible in the dim light and shadows.  Gideon had no idea what she was doing, but he had no intention of going back out into the carnal nightmare from which they had just escaped.    
 
      
 
    Jamie pulled out the fusion pack she had from her backpack.  She activated a small part of the top, and light spread out.  She started carefully examining what was in front of her. 
 
      
 
    A rush of noise and heat came through the grille and into the access passage.  The sickening smell of charred flesh was nearly overpowering.    
 
      
 
    Jamie continued working.  She connected the fusion pack into the junction box in front of her.  The air was foul with stink, but the temperature had risen in the passage.    
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, can you hear me?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Jamie.  I now have a link to your location.  How may I assist you?”  Theta Four’s voice came from somewhere down the passage. 
 
      
 
    “Something killed most of us, just outside the transport.  What is happening here?” Jamie asked. 
 
        
 
    “Accessing systems.  Assessing transport hub.  Unauthorized installations discovered.  Report made to Security.  Report now in queue awaiting delivery.  The engineering section has been modified by a localized antipersonnel system manufactured from engineering tools and systems.  It appears to have been built from inside engineering some years ago.  It was activated upon your arrival.  Assessment:  It uses combined protein disrupters and molecular cutting torches connected to motion activation sensors.  The system appears to have been retrofitted to cover this entrance.  There is no authorized system like this in the Eschaton.  There is also a thermal sterilization system established in that antechamber.  Further assessment:  I have linked to the control systems.  It was assembled and activated by an unnamed engineering officer using command level codes.  This is highly irregular, and the ship’s systems were subverted to establish this invention.  It should not be here.  Evaluation:  Dangerous and unauthorized modifications to transport system receiving hub.  Shall I shut down that unauthorized and fatal invention?” Theta Four asked.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, shut it down immediately!” Jamie screamed.    
 
      
 
    “Shutting down unauthorized and illegal invention,” Theta Four stated.  “I will also flush the antechamber with disinfectant gas and cleansers.  This process will remove the human remains from that area.  Please remain where you are until I refresh the antechamber.  This process will not take long,” Theta Four stated.  “This invention is a major violation of Eschaton protocol and procedures.  I have sent notification to Security.  Notifications in queue awaiting delivery.  Please file an incident report with upper management at your first available opportunity."   
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, just shut it down.  Shut it all down!”  Jamie screamed.  
 
      
 
    “Complying.”   
 
      
 
    Jamie and Gideon waited.  They heard noises of air rushing, and the smell got much better.  The temperature also stabilized. 
 
      
 
    “It is now safe to return to the antechamber.  I have gained full control of this part of the engineering section.  I have also found energy couplets which have allowed my functional level to increase to 32% of marginal.  You can disconnect the fusion pack and proceed.  I have opened the security door to engineering,” Theta Four stated. 
 
      
 
    Gideon backed out of the small passageway.  When he got to the grille, he hesitated only a moment.  The air was fresh, and the temperature was pleasant.  He pushed open the grille and crawled out into the antechamber.  Jamie followed close behind. 
 
      
 
    There was no evidence of any human bodies.  The swords that the Legionnaires had carried were lying where they had fallen.  The shredded and melted armor also lie where it had fallen.  In a way, these were ghostly reminders of what had happened in that antechamber only a short while before.  Nothing biological remained.      
 
      
 
    Gideon stopped down and picked up the pieces of armor tying them into a bundle.  He then carried it to the transport and set the bundle on one of the seats inside.  He did the same with the four swords.    
 
      
 
    “We must return these to home,” Gideon said under his breath.  “Farewell my friends: Filza, Craig, Malcus, and Sukarno.”   
 
      
 
    With the yellow and black stripped security door now open, Jamie walked through the antechamber and into engineering.  The Emergency Storage and Rescue Cabinet's door was slightly ajar.  The rest of this section of engineering was also a mess.  Large and small doors were hanging open or half off their hinges.  Pipework was severed in several places, and wires were hanging out of sections of the walls.  Control panels with shattered screens were along one side, and seats were over turned.  There was litter and junk covering much of the floor. 
 
      
 
    Jamie opened the ESRC and looked inside.    
 
      
 
    The vibration saw was sitting on a shelf in the lower part.  It looked brand new as if it had never been used.  Jamie had to turn several wing nuts to remove the vibration saw from its storage area, and as she did so, Gideon walked up behind her.    
 
      
 
    “Did you find the tool you needed?” he asked.  “Was this odyssey worth the lives of those fine people who died?”  He had tears in his eyes.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, Gideon.  This is the tool I need to save my people,” Jamie paused for a moment before turning to look at him.  “I am so sorry for your loss.  But now fifteen hundred people can be rescued.  Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Gideon nodded his acknowledgment.   
 
      
 
    Jamie removed the vibration saw and added it to her backpack.  She glanced around the other shelves of the ESRC.  She picked up a medical supply kit and found it was empty.  She saw various hand tools, and she added them to her back pack as well.  She then found a small handheld rectangular box with a small screen.  Looking it over she found she could activate it.    
 
      
 
    The screen lit up.  A man’s face was on the screen.    
 
      
 
    “Engineering log...” the voice began.    
 
      
 
    “Another talking machine?” Gideon asked. 
 
      
 
    Jamie deactivated the mini-computer and placed it too into her back pack.  “Yes, in a way.  It looks like an individual’s work log or diary.  We do not have time now to listen to it all.  But it may come in handy later.  We must get back,” Jamie shut the ESRC and walked toward the transport. 
 
      
 
    Entering the transport, Jamie said: “Theta Four, return us to the other habitat.” Gideon took a seat next to the seats containing the armor and swords of the fallen Legionnaires.  His eyes were heavy and downcast.  He was lost in thought about the horrific deaths he had witnessed.   
 
      
 
    A small screen lit up at the front end of the transport.  The lights were bright, and Jamie could feel air circulating around her.  On the screen was a graph of the transport system. 
 
      
 
    “Initiating transport to Habitat One: Coastal Plains,” Theta Four stated.   “Time of arrival will be twenty-seven minutes.  I am now functioning at a higher capacity.”   
 
      
 
    Jamie sat down, exhausted.  She closed her eyes and clutched the backpack close to her breast.  “Not Dome 3 again,” she murmured briefly.  Gideon heard, but did not respond.   The transport vehicle made numerous clanking sounds as it undocked.  Then it whooshed away. 
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    Everybody off the beach! 
 
      
 
    “Keep a sharp eye out for those bandits!” Levi commanded.  “Michael, get the tools you need and let us leave this place!”  The Legionnaires watched the jungle where the bandits had disappeared.  The trees had very large leaves, and thick trunks.  The sand ended just as the trees started, and under the trees were lots of different kinds of smaller plants.   
 
      
 
    Michael approached the ESRC.  It was sealed tightly.  He could not even see a seam where the cabinet would open or close.  Except for the large letters ESRC which were painted on the wall, it was hard to see how this section was any different than the other sections around the portal.  He examined all around the lettering, but nothing seemed very different.  He did have to remove some kind of sticky plant growth from some places, but there were no obvious controls, switches, buttons, or levers to use to open the ESRC.   
 
      
 
    Time passed slowly while Michael sought a way to open the ESRC.  He was about to attempt to hack into it with one of the swords when he heard a sudden noise.   
 
      
 
    Thunk! 
 
      
 
    A rock landed right next to Michael.    
 
      
 
    “Bandits!” one of the Legionnaires shouted the alarm.    
 
      
 
    Rocks were falling all around them, but none were hitting Michael.  A few rocks bounced harmlessly off the legionnaire's inorganic armor.  The Legionnaires seemed to feel nothing at all when that happened.    
 
      
 
    “You will be our slaves and serve Haro!” a strange voice cried from the jungle, but no one was seen.  “There is no escape.  Submit now, and you will live.” 
 
      
 
    “Come out you filthy bandits!” Levi roared back at the jungle.  “Show yourselves!”   
 
      
 
    More rocks fell among the Legionnaires.  No one was injured.  None of the bandits came out from their places of concealment. 
 
      
 
    “We will wait in here!” The man in the forest taunted.  “When you sleep, or when you need food, we will take you.  No one escapes Haro.  No one leaves here, for Haro rules all.” 
 
      
 
    Michael started to pound his fists on the ESRC.  There was no reaction.  “It cannot be this hard to open.  This is supposed to be for emergency use!”  Again, he pounded over and over on the ESRC. 
 
      
 
    Lights suddenly appeared around the ESRC.  Small parts of the wall which seemed only moments before to be completely inert were now pulsing with lights of various different colors. 
 
      
 
    “Michael, I have been able to link into energy couplets in engineering and am now at 38% of functionality and growing.  May I assist you?” Theta Four’s voice came from over the ESRC.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, please open the ESRC!” Michael commanded.    
 
      
 
    A line appeared in a rectangular shape around the letters ESRC.  That line then parted and a door swung open.  The inside of the ESRC was illuminated brightly.  There were numerous boxes and tools and supplies.  On a lower shelf was the vibration saw. 
 
      
 
    Michael started to unhook all the supplies, beginning with the vibration saw, and loaded all the things into his backpack.  He ran out of space.  He could not carry it all.  He filled his arms with what other supplies and equipment he could.   
 
      
 
    “I have what we came for!  Time to depart!”  Michael yelled.  He then ran to the transport.  “Levi, we need to get out of here!”  
 
      
 
    “No one leaves here!” the voice from the jungle called back.  “People come, here, but no one leaves.  We have tried many times.  Haro rules!  No one ever leaves this place!” 
 
      
 
    One of the Legionnaires followed Michael’s example and grabbed up most of the remaining supplies from the ESRC.  Then they all followed Michael into the transport.  Levi stood outside the door until the last of them were inside.  He looked back at his fallen friend and waved.  “Deborah, I am sorry.  You will be missed.”  He stepped into the transport vehicle.   
 
      
 
    Several rocks landed around the hatch, but none entered the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, return us to the other habitat!” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    As the door closed, rocks were heard striking the outside of the door.  Muffled voices yelled insults.  The transport car lit up brightly, and a screen appeared at the front end, opposite where the door was located.  Fresh air was circulating in the car. 
 
      
 
    “Civil unrest reported to Security.  Report in queue waiting to be delivered.  Initiating transport to Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Arrival time, seventeen minutes,” Theta Four said.   
 
      
 
    The Legionnaires and Michael all sat down.  Some were rubbing bruises which the rocks and previous fighting had caused.  Michael considered the people around him.  He was amazed that these strangers would help him.  ‘Why are they helping me?’ He asked himself. Then he remembered the fallen Legionnaire. 
 
      
 
    “Levi, everyone, I am so sorry for that woman who died,” Michael said.     
 
      
 
    “She will be missed,” Levi responded.  “She will be avenged.”   
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, is Jamie okay?” Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    “Jamie and Gideon are en route to Habitat One.” Theta Four said. 
 
      
 
    “What of the others?” Levi asked. 
 
      
 
    “They are dead,” Theta Four replied.  “Four deaths due to an illegal system.  That system has been deactivated.”    
 
      
 
    Michael began to ask for more information but looked around at those with him. They were all downcast and somber.  Michael reached up a hand to Levi and clasped him on the shoulder.  Levi raised his eyes and looked deeply at Michael.  Michael got the distinct impression that somehow it was all right, but he felt sick to his stomach at the thought of others dying for his mission.    
 
      
 
    “Levi, I am sorry,” Michael finally said.  “I am so very sorry.  But now my people have a chance to live.  Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “And now my people will grieve the loss of our friends.  I know nothing more to say,” Levi stated.  
 
      
 
    Everyone in that transport cried as they traveled back to Habitat One: Coastal Plains.       
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    33  
 
    Phoning home 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie were very excited to reunite, but that was greatly tempered by the death of the Legionnaires.  Levi and Gideon went to tell the families of the dead Legionnaires what had happened.  The other Legionnaires offered their full support to those two men in their grim task.  They carried off the swords and armor of the fallen.   
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael set off to the town square to see about the building of the teleportation receiving pad.    
 
      
 
    Rector Robert met them on the way.  “I hear there were killings on those journeys.” His tone implied more, but neither Jamie nor Michael was sure what was behind his statement.  “Is this correct?  There were killings on that other world?  Legionnaires died?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is very sad, I am sorry.” Michael said.    
 
      
 
    “But we recovered what we needed, and now hundreds and hundreds of people will be able to be saved.  Those Legionnaires died saving others,” Jamie added.  “You can be proud of their heroism and their sacrifice will never be forgotten.  Fifteen hundred people now have a chance to be saved because of those Legionnaires.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, saving people is important and a noble calling.  It is just such a shock.  I have not had to take in armor for many years.  And that armor is ruined.  It cannot be reassigned like it us.  Usually a Legionnaire trains up a replacement RC before retiring, and that replacement gets the armor and sword.  I am not sure how we will replace so many who were killed.  This is such a travesty, such an unnecessary loss of life,” Robert muttered something else to himself.  He stared down at the ground.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, it was a terrible tragedy.  But we can build our machine now, and get our people here!” Jamie exclaimed.  “The loss of those people will mean the salvation of many others.” 
 
      
 
    “I must meditate and ponder all that has happened.  These are not normal times.  I am unclear what to do about all this death.  And their bodies are not even here for services,” Rector Robert said and walked away.  He continued to mutter and shake his head.   
 
      
 
    Michael watched him depart, but Jamie hurried on to the town square.  Michael was troubled, but he could not separate out all the conflicting possible causes of that inner angst.  Worry was setting in, but he and Jamie had a job to do and he fully intended to do it as quickly and efficiently as possible.  He knew Dome 17’s people were counting on him.        
 
      
 
    The town square was different than when they had left.  It was hard to see all the changes, as it was getting dark.  The light from the sky tube was dimming.  Two Legionnaires were walking around, guarding the area, but they did not approach Michael or Jamie.      
 
      
 
    “That must be Tobias and Matilda,” Jamie said.  “They guarded all this while we were gone.  Well done to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Even though they are grieving the death of their friends, they stayed at their posts.  Honorable people,” Michael said with admiration.   
 
      
 
    “I want to get this done.  Shall we begin?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “We have only one set of components.  We have to do this right.  There really is not enough light to do much work now, and I am really exhausted,” Michael said to Jamie.   “I just do not think we can get it done in the darkness, even though I feel it is vital to get it completed.”   
 
      
 
    “I am tired too, but I think we need to do what we can, as fast as we can,” Jamie replied.  “The fusion pack has a light on it, which will help, but the darkness will hamper the precision work with the components.  I cannot see the small parts.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, assembling the teleportation pad manually is not a simple matter, and we need to be sure to get it right.  If Roxanne were connected to us we could have the AI triple check all we do, but now we must do it manually.  Besides, the town people are grieving and suffering from their losses.  We will start first thing in the morning,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, but I am not letting any of our tools out of our sight.  I will take the first watch, you sleep here.  I will wake you in a while,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    Michael lay down and was instantly asleep. 
 
      
 
    Jamie unpacked her backpack.  She then quietly worked at laying out the components of the teleportation receiving pad.  The grid needed to be cut from the permalloy.  Her mind was busy planning where everything would go and how the fusion packs would attach, and which components would go where and how.   After some time, she too grew tired.  She tried to wake Michael, but he was deep in slumber.  Looking over she saw that the two Legionnaires were still walking their patrol around the town square.  So, she curled up next to Michael and dropped into a deep and dream-filled sleep. 
 
      
 
    As the sky tube brightened, that first light of the new day awakened them.  They got up to begin the assembly of the teleportation pad.  Rectora Hazel met them a bit later with two bowls of steaming food.  The bowls were made from wood and each had a wooden spoon.   
 
      
 
    “You must eat to complete your task,” Hazel said as she approached them.  “Did you work all night?”

“No, we did sleep some out here,” Jamie replied.  “Thank you for the food rations.” 
 
      
 
    “How are the families of the Legionnaires?” Michael asked as he began to eat the hot cereal from the bowl.  Its creamy warmth was an unusual, but welcome delight. 
 
      
 
    “There was much sorrow.  There is also much confusion,” Hazel replied.  “Hard questions are being asked.  I have more questions than answers, yet they look to me for guidance.”    
 
      
 
    “I am here to help with this building of the great machine,” Josiah walked into the square.  He carried a long wooden box filled with hand tools.  He had on his work apron and a huge smile.    
 
      
 
    “Glad you are here!” Jamie said.  She took him to where the vibration saws were sitting.  She began a detailed explanation of how they worked.  She was deft at both explaining and eating at the same time.  Josiah listened intently. 
 
      
 
    “Rectora Hazel, you mentioned much confusion,” Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  You are strangers.  Many of our Legionnaires are dead.  The people ask why? And I wonder as well.  When I look to you two, I see good people who needed and still need our help.  You did not kill the Legionnaires.  The bandits did,” Hazel said.  “But Gideon claims machines killed Legionnaires as well.  That is more troubling and leaves many people unsettled.  Honestly, when Gideon told me of his experience, it sounded too bizarre to be real.  From nearly anyone else I would think it a delusion or fantasy, however Gideon is a truth teller and I trust him.” 
 
      
 
    “This is a very hard time for you and your people.  Please know how much we appreciate what you and your people are doing.  Our time is short, I must get to the building of the teleportation receiving pad.  I have no idea how my people are, and I need to know,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “I will leave you to your work,” Hazel stated and departed.     
 
      
 
    With both Michael and Jamie running the vibration saws and Josiah pointing out the abandoned permalloy structures around the square, the work progressed quickly.  Jamie or Michael would cut a section of permalloy out of an old and unused wall, and Josiah would carry it back to the square and place in its proper position.  Josiah was surprisingly strong.  He was also careful and accurate in following directions.      
 
      
 
    By the middle of the day, the basic framework for the teleportation receiving pad was completed.  Jamie took the component parts and assembled the control and utilization console, as well as the proximity array and compiler.  Hooking up the fusion pack, Jamie began tuning the teleportation pad for reception as well as the sending of a FTL signal back in Dome 17.  But before any of that could happen, Jamie had to locate the transmission beam which was radiating out from Dome 17.  If that was gone or could not be located, due to whatever cause, the whole mission was a failure.  
 
      
 
    “Got it!” Jamie yelled and jumped up and down.  “I found the signal from Dome 17; they are still alive!  The transmission beam has a steady signal.  I just need to tune in for clarity.”   
 
      
 
    “Wonderful!  That was faster than I expected,” Michael was amazed at how much stress lifted off of him as he heard those words.    
 
      
 
    “Without Roxanne, I was unsure how long it would take, but I have it.  Step one completed.  Now I need to fine tune it over the FTL to be able to establish a direct connection,” Jamie talked as she worked.  Her hands were flying over the controls making tiny and precise adjustments.    
 
      
 
    “And here it is!” Jamie said.  A large crackle was heard, and a perfectly round area, a tiny sphere, appeared floating just above the middle of the grid.  Looking into the sphere was akin to looking down a deep tunnel or a long tube and seeing out the other side.  There was a black lip around it, but a lighter part at the center.  It was only a small sphere at first, but as Jamie adjusted the equipment, the sphere grew and became steadily larger.  It then rotated a bit and flattened into a vertical disk shape. 
 
      
 
    A crowd of people gathered around as they had heard Jamie’s excited exclamations.  Josiah motioned for them to keep they distance, but that was unnecessary, as the people of Antioch were both curious and cautious about the strangers and their machine.  Some wondered what would happen and had to be present to see.  Others wondered what would happen and hid in their homes in fear.        
 
      
 
    Brink’s face appeared in the center of the sphere of light. 
 
      
 
    “So, someone finally called home!” Brink exclaimed.  “It is about time.  We have major problems here!” 
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    Death leads to life…or living ends in death? 
 
      
 
    “Brink, it is so good to see you!” Jamie shouted with joy. 
 
      
 
    “And you too, Jamie,” Brink replied.  He looked haggard and somehow older.  “You are the only ones to report back.  All the other PFTL ships have not reported anything.  And there was….”  Brink choked up, then continued, “Please tell me that you have found a safe place!  I guess safe does not matter, we have to come to you immediately.”   
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Michael had joined Jamie at the control counsel. 
 
      
 
    “Dome 17 has partially failed.  The sling had a major malfunction on launch seven.  There was a breach near the cafetorium, and hundreds are dead.   We have been able to seal off about two thirds of the rest of the dome, the parts we were still using anyway, but those seals will not last very long.  Suicides are rampant; no one wants to just burn from radiation when the end comes.  Let me summon Lorna; she is the only Committee member left alive.” Brink moved out of the picture for a moment.  “She is on the way.  We have kept the power stable here for the teleportation system. My AI Copernicus has been modulating everything here to ensure our finding one of the recovery teams.  We are ready to begin evacuation as soon as the system is activated.  The sending teleporter is arranged and on standby.  I never gave up hope, and I am glad you have made it!” Brink began to cry.    
 
      
 
    Seeing Brink crying was more shocking to Jamie and Michael than any of the words he had spoken.  They both had known Dome 17 was failing, but seeing a beloved friend in tears, a man who seldom showed any emotions, that made it all too real.    
 
      
 
    Brink quickly wiped his eyes.  “None of the children, not the babies, the fives, the tens, none survived.  That area seems to have been where a breach happened.  They were asleep, and now they are dead,” Brink started to cry again.  “All the elderly are also dead… They…” He wept bitterly.  After a bit, he composed himself.  “The sling should not have failed.” 
 
      
 
    “The field generators are all set, and I just need to initiate the full receiver.  It should be ready in less than an hour.” Jamie continued to adjust the controls.    
 
      
 
    “That is great! Let me know when you are ready.  Willie has volunteered to be the first through.  He has been living in this room ever since the explosion after launch seven,” Brink said. 
 
      
 
    “Wait! You will need to send some test objects through, so we can check the calibration and make sure it is all functional, then double check on the integrity of the transition,” Jamie said.  “We lost Roxanne and are doing this all manually.”   
 
      
 
    “Lost Roxanne?”  Brink shook his head.  “So much loss.  I agree there needs to be a test object sent through.  I know that, and you do too, especially since your AI Roxanne cannot oversee and confirm your work.  I will tell Willie, but I doubt he will listen.  I explained all that to Willie before, but he said he could be the test object...” Brink was interrupted as Willie pushed his way into view. 
 
      
 
    “Hey sweetheart.  You are as beautiful and spunky as ever.  Turn it on, and I am coming through.  That will save us all kinds of time; and besides, what does an old guy like me have to lose?” Willie sounded cheerful. 
 
      
 
    “We lost Roxanne!  We must do a test first!”  Michael stated firmly. 
 
      
 
    Willie with his misaligned eyes stared at Jamie and Michael through the system.  “Forget all that.  I will come through and tell you how it went.  Can you get direct answers from a lump of steel or some other inert object?  We do not have time to waste.  Open it up and let me through.  The patches we have here on the dome could blow at any minute.” 
 
      
 
    “I will initiate the sequences,” Jamie said and set the machine to work.  Its component processors began the tedious process of exact alignment and opening of the teleportation orifice.  
 
      
 
    “That is doing it, sweetheart,” Willie chuckled.     
 
      
 
    “Okay it is started,” Jamie said.  “How is it looking on your end?”

“Your end always looks good!” Willie said.    
 
      
 
    “Willie sit down.  You will be the first through, but let us do this right,” Brink said and physically pushed Willie to the side.  “The system looks excellent right now.  All initial factors are above 98%, you have done great!”   
 
      
 
    The disk was growing slightly in size.  Over the next while it would grow to be large enough so not only images and sounds would transfer through the orifice in space and time, but so could physical matter.  The sending pad was making a tunnel though the sky to connect to the receiving pad.  The edge got crisper as the alignment and configurations became more exact.    
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie had not noticed that the crowd had gathered.  Many more of the people of Antioch were now surrounding them.  The faces in the crowd were a vast panoramic mixture of fascination, fear, wonder, or astonishment.  Young and old alike had come out to see this event.  Rectora Hazel was standing to one side.    
 
      
 
    “So, this is what you are bringing to Antioch?” Rector Robert said as he walked forward.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, Robert, we have contacted our home, and they are in desperate need.  We will be fully opening the orifice in just a while,” Michael said, as Jamie continued to monitor the teleportation machine as the system worked to finalize the connection. 
 
      
 
    “You have contacted your world!  And your world is dying?  So why do we risk bringing more death here?”  Robert looked out at the crowd.  “I was all for helping you, when I thought you were people in need of help.  But you took some of our best Legionnaires on a journey to another world.  Where are they now?  What happened on that other world?  Most of them are dead!  You have brought death!  You have made machines come to life and talk!  Our own Legionnaires killed by malignant machines!  This is not what people do.  This is the work of demons!  This is unnatural and wrong!” Robert was gesturing with his arms.  His voice was loud, but smooth and silky, even though it was carrying immense intensity.  The people were listening.  “These strangers have killed Legionnaires, and now seek to bring more death to Antioch!”  
 
      
 
    “We are rescuing our people!”  Michael shouted back.  “It was horrible about the Legionnaires, but we did not cause that.”   
 
      
 
    “You are working evil though your machines.  Your machines talk and speak, but they are not people.  They are evil incarnate.   Our ancestors warned us about these kinds of things.  I never expected to see them in my home of Antioch.  Remember the stories from of old?  How the machines were corrupting people and bringing death?  That same corruption is back.  These people are not from our world.  They just admitted that themselves.  They are demons who are in league with the machines of evil.  Our people have died because of going to other worlds, and now they want to bring that death to our homes! We cannot let that happen.”  Robert was preaching to the crowds and had turned his back on Jamie and Michael.    
 
      
 
    “Machines are not evil,” Josiah said.  “I use machines all the time, these are just different kinds of machines.” 
 
      
 
    “They killed the Legionnaires!” A voice yelled from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “My husband is dead because of them!” A woman shrieked from the other side of the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Just trust, nothing else,” Another voice cried out.    
 
      
 
    Josiah tried to reply but was drowned out by more voices.    
 
      
 
    “My sister was a good woman, but Deborah died and her body is in some other world!” A man’s voice wailed.   
 
      
 
    “That’s right!  They doomed our people.” 
 
      
 
    “But there are hundreds to save in Dome 17!”  Michael yelled, but no one paid much attention.    
 
      
 
    Preaching over the top of Michael’s voice, Robert stated, “Yes, dear friends, we have suffered a terrible loss, and death has come upon us.  These strangers admit there is death in their world, and they are seeking to bring it here.  I say that these deaths are not because of the bandits, but because we have failed to trust!  We must trust in the maker and not in the machines.  Look at this machine,” Robert swept his arm toward where the teleportation orifice was expanding.  “It is not natural.  It is not moral.  It is a machine which will bring more demons to our homes!  We must not allow that to happen.  We must stop this machine and repent of our failure to trust!” Robert was now in full voice and his words echoed over the whole town square. 
 
      
 
    “Demons did not kill the Legionnaires!” Levi called from the crowd.  “It was bandits, not demons.” 
 
      
 
    “But machines did kill the others,” Robert countered.  “Gideon, am I correct to say that it was machines that killed the Legionnaires with you?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Gideon stammered in his answer.  “But...  I am not sure they were actual demons...  just machines...  and a machine saved us...  thanks to Jamie.”   
 
      
 
    “My friends: Gideon and Levi are both tainted by their encounter with the demons.  And that is perfectly understandable.  Our brave friends faced evil directly and saw their companions die.  Who of us would not be adversely impacted by that?  Let us not blame them for being confused and deluded now as to how the demons attacked them.  Perhaps that is part of the demonic plan for invading our world?” Robert swept his arms toward Michael and Jamie.  “But these people are controlling the demon machines and they are conjuring up more of this evil.  We cannot allow this to happen.”  Robert raised his voice and pointed his fingers at the teleportation receiving pad.   “We must tear down this machine before the demons come!  None of us are safe!  Tear it down!” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Levi bellowed.  “That is not right!” 
 
      
 
    A few people moved forward in answer to Robert’s commands.  Others grabbed them and stopped them from moving.  Many looked to Levi or Gideon, but could not tell what to do and then looked back at Robert.  The crowd was uncertain.  Wrestling took place between people of different ideas and feelings on the matter.  No one knew for sure who to believe, and many were terrified. 
 
      
 
    “The demons will be here soon! We only have a little while to trust in the maker and reject these evil machines! We must tear it down now!” Robert was shrieking.  “All of Antioch is in danger!”   
 
      
 
    The crowd started to tussle more and more with each other.  Some really wanted to tear down the machine; others were holding them back.  Most were confused, scared and uncertain what was taking place. 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael looked on and wondered what was going to happen.    
 
      
 
    The sphere above the teleportation receiving pad had grown to its full size and the orifice was nearly ready to allow physical matter to pass through. Jamie made the final miniscule adjustments. 
 
      
 
    “We must act now!!!” Robert screamed.  “I will stand in the gap and protect us!”  Robert brought forth from under his robes a dark object and pointed it toward the machine.  “The loss of these people will mean the salvation of many others.  I will destroy the evil from among us! We must save ourselves!”   
 
      
 
    “It’s one of those projectile weapons we brought!” Michael yelled as he jumped toward Jamie.  “It is Willie’s weapon!” 
 
      
 
    Piff 
 
      
 
    The weapon in Robert’s hand went off, and a projectile struck near the teleportation grid.   It ripped a hole into the ground and threw Michael backward.  Jamie stood her ground, “I must finish the adjustments,” she said.  “We are almost there!  I will not quit!”   
 
      
 
    “I will use your own evil machines to stop this evil!”  Robert yelled as he headed toward Jamie.   The weapon pointed at her head.  “I will trust, I will trust, I only need to trust!”  
 
      
 
    Michael jumped up as quickly as he could, but he would not reach Robert in time.  Robert stepped closer to Jamie.    
 
      
 
    Piff 
 
      
 
    The weapon discharged. 
 
      
 
    Hazel jumped in front of Jamie, knocking her away from the controls.  The projectile struck Hazel in the middle of her chest, ripping a huge chuck of her torso away.  She was dead before her body hit the ground.  The projectile exited her body and narrowly missed Jamie and the control console of the teleportation system. 
 
      
 
    The crowd was utterly silent. 
 
      
 
    Robert stood over the lifeless body of Rectora Hazel, the weapon still in his hand.    
 
      
 
    “He has murdered Hazel!” Josiah cried out.    
 
      
 
    The crowd did not move.    
 
      
 
    The orifice was now open, and a metal bar came through.  Jamie got up and picked it up.  She was trying not to respond to what had just happened and was focused on making sure the teleportation receiver was working.  The bar looked perfect. 
 
      
 
    Robert dropped to his knees.  “What have I done?” he bellowed out in anguish.  “I have shed innocent blood!”   
 
      
 
    “Hey, sweetheart!  I see you got that steel bar I threw.  Brink made me throw it first,” Willie’s said as he stepped through from Dome 17 into the Colony Ship Eschaton.  “That is working perfectly.” With his good arm, he was carrying a box filled with instruments and other technological items.    
 
      
 
    Robert looked up.  His hand was shaking.  His lips were quivering.  “I have failed to trust.  I have failed to protect us,” He looked at the crowd.  They returned his look with disgust and disapproval.  “I have used machines to kill an innocent!”  He looked down at the corpse of Hazel.  “I have allowed evil to rule, and I must make amends.”   
 
      
 
    Robert raised the weapon to his neck.  “I still trust!”  he said in a quiet voice.  He pulled the trigger.  His head separated from his body with a fountain of blood and shattered flesh.   
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    New beginnings, new challenges 
 
      
 
    In the days that followed, the eight hundred and seventy-seven survivors from Dome 17, the last people from Earth, worked to assess their new home of Antioch aboard the Colony Ship Eschaton.  The teleportation system worked perfectly, allowing all eight hundred and seventy-seven surviving members of Dome 17 to escape.  They were also able to bring many pieces of technology with them.  When radiation levels began to spike, Brink, who had been the last one to leave Dome 17, decided it was time to close the orifice, since Dome 17 was obviously deteriorating quickly. 
 
      
 
    Brink started to work on an energy supply system for the entire city.  He was confident he could make it happen.    
 
      
 
    The people of Antioch had a major problem because both their Rector and Rectora were dead, and many of their Legionnaires had also died.  So, while the people of Dome 17 rejoiced in their deliverance, the people of Antioch grieved.  Hazel was given huge honors as one who laid down her life for a friend and truly loved other people.   
 
      
 
    Robert on the other hand, was remembered as a man who was seduced by the old teachings of the Trusters.  In his cabin were found four books which had been written by Trusters many years before.  His family did not know of his secret obsession with Truster ideology, and they told no one of what they had found and they secretly burned the books Robert had been reading. Those family members then made public statements of remorse for Robert’s actions, while keeping their own secrets.   The city of Antioch held no grudges against the family in any way and saw them as additional victims of Robert’s deeds.    
 
      
 
    Hazel’s daughter, Lydia, rose in stature and was elected the new Rectora.  Josiah was asked to run as a candidate for Rector, but he and several others declined to be candidates.  So, the office of Rector remained unfilled.  New people were recruited to fill out the ranks of the Legionnaires, including some people from Dome 17.    
 
      
 
    Lorna took an intimate interest in Josiah, and they were seen together often.  When asked, she told people: “I am learning the art of blacksmithing.” Josiah just smiled and said: “It is good to have new friends.” 
 
      
 
    Only a few days after arrival, John, who had survived Dome 17, approached Jamie and Michael. 
 
      
 
    “I am heading out,” John declared.  “I am going fishing, and I hope to meet that woman you told me about named Abigail.” John had a large canvass bag over his shoulder with many supplies, including what appeared to be fishing equipment. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going alone?” Michael asked.    
 
      
 
    “Yes, but hopefully not for long.  I am still getting used to such open spaces.  This is an amazing world.  I never thought I would ever see real biology.  It is more complex and beautiful than I imagined.  And to see real fish!” He walked away and headed down the trail away from the city of Antioch.    
 
      
 
    John was but the first of the refugees from Dome 17 to depart for parts unknown.  It seemed some of the people of Dome 17 had little desire to stay in close or tight quarters.  Sometimes a citizen of Antioch would depart with them.  Others left in small groups, but most often they just wandered away alone.      
 
      
 
    Others from the dome stayed inside the cabins which had previously been empty.  They found the openness and space intimidating.  They had lost everything when Dome 17 failed, and the new world of the Eschaton was frightening and overwhelming.     
 
      
 
    Others tried to learn from the people of Antioch, who continued, for the most part, to be gracious hosts to their new neighbors.   
 
      
 
    Life settled in, and a new normal was established.  There were the day-to-day stresses of two groups of people from such diverse backgrounds, but there seemed to be more sharing and respect and learning from each other than strife.    
 
      
 
    Willie joined with the major traders of the city, and they started making deals as if they had known one another for years and years.    
 
      
 
    There were fourteen known suicides of people from Dome 17 in the days after the arrival.  Some just could not adjust to all the loss, and others just seemed to never fit in.  The people of Antioch were loving and compassionate, but suicide was almost unknown to them.  Nonetheless, the people of Antioch showed deep compassion.    
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael privately watched the first entry of the engineer’s log Jamie had recovered from the engineering section.  They were sitting alone in a cabin they had cleaned up and made their own.    It told a tragic tale of one of the last original crew members, what were called OCMs, who tried to stand up against the Trusters.  He, and three other senior engineers, had locked down engineering when the Trusters had shut down all the ship’s artificial intelligences.  His log was not comprehensive enough to explain all that had happened, and he alluded to other records, but it showed enough to know that the Eschaton was mechanically damaged in many and various ways.  The Trusters had actually set off explosive devises to prevent movement from one section of the ship to another.  Fortunately, the transport system overseen by Theta Four had not been totally destroyed.  There were many more files on the mini-computer which they had yet to view.     
 
      
 
    “We will need to explore engineering and see about the actual automated flight controls of this ship,” Jamie suggested.    
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Michael replied.    
 
      
 
    “I will start to plan for our trip there,” Jamie said. “Engineering is on something called the needle ship.”   
 
      
 
    “That is nice, but I am not doing anything for a while,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “We also need to understand more about what was happening in that tropical habitat,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Michael replied again.    
 
      
 
    “And none of us know what is in that other functioning habitat, what was it called? Secondary Aquatic or something? And the rest of the Eschaton is a mystery,” Jamie said.  
 
      
 
    “I bet there is water there.  But we do not need to go today,” Michael said.    
 
      
 
    “We also need to better equip the Legionnaires.  They should deal with the bandit problem,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    “But not today,” Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    “We still need to train more medical personnel.  Since Doctor Carolyn and most of the medical staff of Dome 17 died.  Getting replacements trained for medical is important,” Jamie said.    
 
      
 
    “The healers here at Antioch do pretty well, but yes, getting more trained medical people is important.   But not today,” Michael said.    
 
      
 
    “So, what do you want to do today?” Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Marry you,” Michael stated.    
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Jamie replied and she cuddled in close to Michael.   “How do we do that?”   
 
      
 
    “Rectora Lydia can tell us.   She knows all about those kinds of things.   Our people can learn a lot from them,” Michael stated. 
 
      
 
    Jamie just lay quietly in the arms of the man she loved.   They both were content that they had done their part in recovery of a colony ship.    
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you liked this book, please leave me a positive review!  
 
      
 
    And the adventures continue in the rest of the books in the Colony Ship Eschaton series!  Thanks for reading my book! 
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    I have a diverse background: working as an EMT, an RN for 10 years in various ICUs, cardiac, surgical, and medical and as a pastor.  Please do not call me "reverend" or "doctor" unless you are joking with me.  I hate titles.  Did you hear about the two reverends who walked into a building? You would have thought one of them would have seen it. 
 
    I enjoy reading very much.  I read all kinds of literature, from romance novel to historical fiction to science fiction (I love dystopias and stories about things in a post apocalypse) to theology texts, to how to books.  Did I miss any genres? 
 
    I have four grown up daughters, a delightful wife, and two wonderful dogs, and two ancient cats. 
 
    I live in the Northern Plains of the USA, so I experience the cold and bitter during the winter, and hot and dry during the summers.  I also live with a chronic associate, a painful form of degenerative arthritis.  I have lots of mechanical parts inside my body, and in some ways, I truly am a cyborg.   
 
    I hope you enjoy my writing.  Thanks for reading my stuff! 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





