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    1  
 
    A Demon in the Night 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamar knew that the predicator on patrol of Media would pass her home soon.  She also knew moon-night was not the best time to sneak out of her home, but she felt compelled.  She would not be gone long, and she had never been caught out before.  Her young mind was whirling as she thought of exactly what needed to be done.  She heard the slight chinks of the predicator’s metal ring armor as he marched by, the rod of discipline hanging from his belt.  His helmet hid his face, so Tamar was not sure which predicator was on patrol.  All the men who were predicators were mean, but some were worse than others.   
 
      
 
    Tamar knew the time was now.   She took quick sprints away from the cool hard metal of the doorway.  She bolted from bush to bush, then to a large fruit tree.  She squatted there in her woolen long dress and head covering. There were only three short streets in Media, and the predicator would march up and down them all, then back again.  It did not take him long to make the circuit around the town of Media, home of the Clan of Tobit, but it would give her time to reach her goal.  She knew all the best hiding spots, as she had been sneaking out at night for many years.  She should be easily home before the sky tube brightened in the morning.  She just had to go and find if what she had seen was true. 
 
      
 
    The silvery light shining down from the sky tube made seeing easy, but being seen easier.  If she was caught out after curfew she knew how severe would be the beating she would receive.  Moon-night was the brightest night, and the sky tube would get dimmer and dimmer each night until it was nearly totally dark. Then the cycle repeated.  But she could not wait.  She had to go now.  She moved quickly.  She ran past the pillory in the town square.  The two heavy blocks of wood were hinged open, with the half circle cutouts for neck, and hands separated.  The wood was deeply stained by blood and sweat from those receiving punishment.  The ominous doors to the meeting house stood like quiet sentinels overlooking the field of discipline.  Seeing people tortured was not at all unusual for anyone living in the Clan of Tobit. 
 
      
 
    She knew her goal well.  It was where a fire had burned just yesterday. Part of the section of old, and some claimed haunted, wooden buildings had burned down.  They were built against the edge of the world.  The edge of the world was a hard metal wall which extended as high into the sky as one could see.  The edge of the world gently arched its way to the sky tube.  Yes, these old wooden structures were known as haunted, and had not been used by people for as long as Tamar could recall.  Yesterday, she, along with some other people, had gathered to see the results of the fire.  While watching the debris Tamar had seen something else.   Within the charred remains of wood, she had observed something very interesting, right against the edge of the world.  
 
      
 
    The predicators had hung a sign, “forbidden” held by red cords, strung across all the burned area. As a girl, Tamar was not supposed to be able to read it.  She could.  But even an illiterate girl, even one not yet given in marriage, knew that red letters on a red cord were a barrier not to be passed.  When the predicators hung a sign and cord like that it meant the area beyond was unclean.  Tamar knew the rules but believed differently.  What they called unclean might be what she desired most in her heart. 
 
      
 
    Tamar gathered the hem of her dress and pulled it off quickly.  Underneath she was wearing her brother’s plain, baggy, work pants and shirt.  She also wore a pair of his leather shoes.  Her long silky black hair was pulled into a tight bun on her head, the typical style worn by girls.  She replaced her official head covering with one of her brother’s tight knit caps. She would replace his cap, shoes, and clothes when she returned before dawn.  Jebadiah would not know she had ever borrowed them.  He was much like his father and mother, dull witted and obedient.  The elders were about to assign Jebadiah as an apprentice in one of the three guilds: makers, farmers, or traders.  It would probably be farmer.  Then he would work.  The elders would assign him a wife, and they would have babies.  That was his lot.  His wife would obey him and therefore show him he was loved.  How often had Tamar heard the elders proclaim, “Obedience is the sign of love”?  It was beyond count. 
 
      
 
    Tamar shuddered as she thought of how her own older brother would just accept the law of the elders.  Then she would be next.  Her mother Judith had already reported to the elders that it was time.  The first bleeding had come, and mother had immediately informed the elders.  “If she is old enough to bleed she is old enough to breed,” was the mantra all girls in the Clan of Tobit knew from infancy.  It was a mother's duty to report to the elders when their daughters were ready.  Most of the girls even looked forward to that transition to womanhood, wifedom, and motherhood.  They obediently followed in the paths of their mothers, and therefore proved their love.  Tamar did not comprehend that at all.  There was so much more to understand in the world. 
 
      
 
    Tamar knew she had to check out what she had seen in the fire, before they covered it over.  Yesterday while looking at the burned wood, she saw metal.   Not just soft metal.  Not the kinds of metal like tools were made from, but the hard metal.  Sort of like the cabins, or the edge of the world.  At first, she thought the fire had just burned to the edge of the world, but there was something different.  Her curiosity was aroused.  Father had warned her repeatedly about how her curiosity would get her killed, and “rightly so,” he said.  But she just had to come and see.  Last night she had dreamed about the hard metal under the burned wood.  Tamar dreamed many things.  Things others seemed not to even see at all.  Her mind never stopped analyzing and understanding. 
 
      
 
    What was behind the charred remains of wood had looked like a door.  Not like the hard metal doors of the cabins in Media.  All of them were exactly the same, turn the handle and the door opens.  Open the door every time an elder asks. Men always enter doors first.  Women always defer to men in doorways, on the streets, and everywhere else.  But this door was different.  It was fancy.  Her mind had told her today what that fanciness was all about.  It had a more mechanical lock!   Tamar knew how to open it.  Her mind showed her.   
 
      
 
    She hung her woolen dress, and head covering on the back side of a bush, and slid under the red cord and sign of warning.  She snuck around the charred planks and as quietly as possible set the burned pieces aside.  The silvery light from the sky tube shone just enough for her to be able to see that it was in fact a mechanical door.  She looked carefully and saw a depressed part of metal.   Her mind knew that was the latch.  Then putting her fingers into the slot, she lifted upward.  A small panel dropped open.  It took only a few moments for Tamar to understand the levers under the panel.  She pulled them in the correct order, and the door slid to the side.  It was open.   
 
      
 
    Tamar was startled.  The door moved of its own accord!  Indeed, this was unusual.  Nothing in Media moved of its own accord.  Things only moved when people or animals pushed or pulled on them.  Was this marvelous door a machine? It seemed so.  
 
      
 
    She stepped inside.   
 
      
 
    The dim light shined in and illuminated a small area.  The air was filled with dust. There was just enough light to see a box sitting in the corner.  Nothing else was in the small area.  Tamar squatted down next to that box thing.  A few wheels were stacked against the side of the box.  Something was sitting on the box, but the light was too dim to make it out clearly. Tamar felt the box with her hands.  It was metal, and was covered in dust and a layer of grime.  As her hands examined it, she could tell it had very precise angles and lines.  It was about knee high, and the wheels she had thought were stacked against it, were actually connected to it by other bars of metal. 
 
      
 
    It was something which had been manufactured.  It was a machine!  A beautiful, wonderful, amazing machine! 
 
      
 
    Tamar was thrilled.  This was a sign of things to come.  A portent!  An omen!  Her fingers flew across the box-like machine, and carefully and lovingly touched every part.  It was completely square on each side, and square on the top.  There were a few slots, and ribs, and small indentations.  The thing on top was also made of metal, and had several bends in it.  Those bends felt like mechanical elbows, ankles, and wrists.  Even in the dimness, Tamar’s mind was painting a vivid picture of the machine.  All the pieces were interconnected, and in her mind, she saw how it worked.  On the other side of the box, there were three more wheels. 
 
      
 
    “What are you?” Tamar asked out loud.  “You are not a wheelbarrow or a cart.  And what does all this do?”  Her fingers were pushed and rubbing, and fiddling with every aspect of what she had discovered.  The way her calloused fingers massaged and stroked and caressed the machine was gentle and loving.  She loved machines, those few she had seen, and the way they worked just seemed to be naturally apparent in her mind.  But this machine was so much more than the grinding wheel at the mill, or the block and tackle men used for removing stumps, or any of the other simple, but still lovely machines she was used to. 
 
      
 
    After running her hand across the top of the box, it came alive! 
 
      
 
    A bright light projected from the front, and the wheels began to turn.  The machine pushed its way toward the door and out onto where the fire had been.  The thing on the top started to bend and move and it worked like an arm and hand.  The machine started to clear away the burned timbers of the old building.  “You are a hard worker!” Tamar said out loud.  The machine kept piling up the burned lumber.  The box-like machine was not as quiet as Tamar had been.  It flopped the burned beams down in loud sounds.  The noises echoed across the small town of Media.  She knew the predicator would hear and come running.  
 
      
 
    Just as she thought that, she heard a whistle blowing loud and sharp. 
 
      
 
    “You must run away little machine.  They will destroy you!” Tamar said as she tried to pull the automacube away from the work it was doing.  It had quickly stacked the burned wood into piles sorted by length and size. 
 
      
 
    The whistle blew again.  It was the summoning whistle that each predicator carried.  He must have heard the noises this machine had made and was summoning help.  Yes, Tamar could hear the pounding of first one set of feet, then others as they came running.  Tamar’s heart raced, as she watched the automacube keep working to put the burned planks into a neat and orderly pile.  It was working to clear out the damaged areas. 
 
      
 
    “Get away from that abomination!” the predicator ordered as he rushed up to the scene.  He had a short club, the rod of discipline, in his hands. 
 
      
 
    Before Tamar could say anything, the predicator pushed her aside and swung down hard on the arm of the automacube.  The mechanical appendage bent severely and ceased to function.  The automacube reversed direction and backed away.  Its light shone brightly at the predicator.  He swung the short club again, and bashed in the small area where the light had originated.   
 
      
 
    “Back to hell, spawn of demons!” the predicator yelled.  
 
      
 
    By now other men had gathered and added their blows to the automacube.  One man wedged his club into the wheels and flipped the automacube onto its side.  Another pounded the sides repeatedly with his club.  The side split open and internal mechanisms spilled out.  Those too were battered savagely.  Soon the automacube was just a pile of broken pieces.  One last wheel was spinning slowly until two men bashed it into dysfunction. 
 
      
 
    “Do not touch any part of it with your bare hands!” the predicator commanded.  “Possession is possible, even after the hell spawn is dead.” 
 
    The men poked and beat at the parts for some time, but avoided touching them with their bare hands.  
 
      
 
    “We must burn the remains in the morning.   But first, where is the small man who was attacked?” the predicator looked over the crowd.  His eyes fell on Tamar, who was trying to look down and away, hiding herself under the knit cap as much as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Did it touch you sir?” the predicator asked as he approached Tamar.   
 
    She looked up at him, and there was astonishment in his eyes.  He recognized her.   
 
      
 
    “Why are you in man’s clothing?” he said with utter shock in his voice as he ripped the cap off her head.  The force of his pulling undid her long hair out of the bun and it cascaded down around her shoulders. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    2  
 
    Justice Served or Denied? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The light tube fully illuminated Habitat One: Coastal Plains and that light shone down on the town of Media.  The men of the town were gathering in the wooden meeting house which sat across from the town square.  The large doors opened directly toward the wooden pillory where criminals were placed into the stocks as needed for their correction.  Filing into the door were the men of Media.  They all dressed in similar fashion.  Each had on his long, blue dyed, woolen judging coat.  These were only worn on days like today, when a trial was to happen.  Already seated inside were the six black robed elders, and the chief elder, Seorim.  Seorim wore the mantel of authority, a white scarf laid across his shoulders.  It was the symbol for the leader of the Clan of Tobit. 
 
      
 
    Seorim was a large, imposing man, completely bald, with deep-set brown eyes.  He had a pointed beard which he only grew from his chin.  It was slicked and waxed to a point.   He looked down from the platform at the front of the meeting house.  Watching the men file down the center aisle and then sit down on the benches to his right hand, he saw that nearly every man from Media was there.  Not all those on the farms around Media had gotten word, and a few men were selectively not notified about the emergency gathering for the trial.  But Seorim was pleased at the turnout.  He was even more pleased at the deference the men gave to him if they happened to glance his way.  
 
      
 
    There were seven predicators standing along the back.  They had entered last.  Each of them was dressed in the ring armor of the predicators, who were the keepers of order, and enforcers of justice for the Clan of Tobit.  Other predicators were on town patrol, and keeping watch over the unclean site of last night’s incident.   
 
      
 
    The benches to his left were, of course, empty.  Those were where the women and children would sit, in those gatherings where they were allowed to attend.  A trial was not a time for inferiors, a rule Seorim enforced with relish. 
 
      
 
    Standing up, Seorim addressed the gathering.  “Clan of Tobit, my friends, my brothers, we are gathered here to bring word of the events from last evening.  Tragic events.  Events which have threatened our very lives here in Media.  Who are the witnesses?" 
 
      
 
    One man in his blue judging robe stood up and proceeded forward, as did one of the predicators.  
 
      
 
    Seorim looked down at the predicator.  Hashub was bright-eyed, even after the experiences of last night.  He had the ring armor covering his torso, but had removed his helmet when he came forward.  His face and head were clean shaven, as were all predicators in the Clan of Tobit. 
 
      
 
    The man in the blue judging robe was Eker of the Guild of Makers.  He was well regarded as a wood carver.  He looked very hesitant to approach the chief elder.   
 
      
 
    “Brothers, thank you for coming forward.  Please inform the gathering of what transpired in the night.  Brother Eker, you begin please,” ordered Seorim.   
 
      
 
    Eker turned and faced the gathering.  All eyes were upon him.  He was shaking a bit as he made his report.  His heart was beating fast and he took short quick breathes.  He held his hands together lest anyone see he was shaking. 
 
      
 
    “I was sleeping in my home and awoke to the summoning whistle.  I ran outside and saw the predicator engaged in battle with a devil.  I rushed to his aid, and others came as well.  We were able to defeat the devil with our rods of discipline,” Eker reported. 
 
      
 
    “Brother Eker, this is greatly distressing news.   Will you describe the thing which attacked our town?”  Seorim asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Chief Elder, it was a malignant spirit with a huge tentacle on top, and wheels for legs, and it was ripping apart the building.  I believe it must be what had caused the fire and it had returned in the darkness to complete its demonic agenda.  If not for Predicator Hushab’s warning it could have killed people.  It took all of us to subdue and dismantle it,” Eker replied. 
 
      
 
    “Were any of you injured in this horrific fight with the forces of darkness?”  Seorim asked.  He really did not care, but was putting on his best act for the gathered men.   
 
      
 
    “No.  We fought bravely and righteousness won out,” Eker replied with pride in his voice.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Brother Eker, please be seated,” Seorim stated.  Eker started to walk back to his place on the benches.   
 
    “Oh, Brother Eker, one more thing.  Was Tamar present during this conflict with evil?” 
 
    
“Yes!  She was there, but she was wearing men’s clothing!”  Eker replied.   
 
    An audible gasp passed across the forty-some men who were gathered.   
 
      
 
    Seorim put on a look of shock as well.  Of course, he already knew all the details of what had happened.  The predicator had reported directly to him immediately after the incident.  He and the predicator had actually walked out and observed the scene during the night.  He had chatted with the predicators on guard over the debris.   Then he had called the gathering.  But to match the gathered men’s expressions, Seorim’s own shocked look was there reflecting the faces he saw below him.  
 
      
 
    “Predicator Hashub... will you please give us your report... but first,” Seorim stated, making his words come out in a choppy manner so as to influence the gathered men. “Yes, first, I want to thank you for defending our town from this onslaught of evil and wickedness.  Our town owes you a debt.  You are to be commended for your honor and bravery.  So please tell us what happened.” 
 
      
 
    Hashub began to relate his tale.  “I was on patrol in the town.  I heard some kind of crashing noise and went to investigate.  When I saw the demon attacking a man I sounded the summoning whistle.  I then ran to fight the monster.  It had a huge arm that was ripping wooden boards apart and throwing them to the winds.  Its wheels were crushing wood into splinters under its weight.  But I struck it with the rod of discipline, and shattered the bones in its arm.  That deterred the beast for a bit, but then it tried to blind and burn me with hellfire.  Had I not smashed the mouth of the beast, the burning sulfur would have been spewed all over me.  It must have used hellfire to burn the building.  But the rod of discipline knocked the teeth out of the beast, and it retreated.  Then the other brave men joined me in finishing off the demon.” 
 
      
 
    Seorim let the gathered men murmur among themselves for a while.  Usually there would be no words allowed from the gathered, but he figured it to be more effective to let the fear build for a moment more. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Predicator Hashub, for your bravery.  I did not realize it was as close a thing as you describe.  Again, you have our sincere thanks!”  Seorim said.  “You said it was attacking a man, please explain that.” 
 
      
 
    Hashub puffed up his chest in pride.  “Yes sir.  When I came running I saw the demon attacking a man.  It was not until after the demon had been dismembered did I realize that the man was not a true man, but was Tamar, daughter of Jephthah, wearing men’s clothing.  I know not why she was there.  We found her proper clothing was in a bush.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you again for your service.  Please return to your post,” Seorim stated with a return to his authoritarian tones.  “So, brothers, the reason for this trial is clear.  The demon, Asmodeus, has again threatened our town.  This time one of its minions started a fire, destroyed a building, and endangered many lives.” 
 
      
 
    He paused to let his words take their proper effect.  Then he continued.   “As we are all aware, Asmodeus is drawn by the scent of a girl becoming a woman.  This time it involves the maiden Tamar.  I believe it was clear that she was dressed in men’s clothing.  But let us ask why?  It has recently come to my attention that she has had her first bleeding. Thus, it is time for her to be assigned in marriage.  I think perhaps we have almost waited too long.  For clearly the demon came because she had not yet been placed into the proper role for a woman.  The demon, Asmodeus, was trying to steal her away, before a husband was placed there to protect her, and it was only through the noble and selfless acts of heroism by the predicator, Brother Eker, and the other men that she was rescued.” 
 
      
 
    The gathered men nodded their heads.   
 
      
 
    “Chief Elder, may I make a motion?”  One of the elder board, an old man named Besai spoke up.  Seorim had spoken to him before the gathering so this was all well planned in advance. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, elder, your wisdom is always sought,” Seorim replied. 
 
      
 
    Besai raised his voice so as to reach all of the gathered men.  “It is clear that Tamar is in danger in the house of her father, Jephthah.  I move that we assign her to be the wife of Shammai of the Guild of Traders.  Effective immediately.  Also, I think Jephthah and his wife are in need of correction for allowing this abomination to enter their home and steal their daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “Second the motion!” shouted several of the other elders. 
 
      
 
    “Let us take our time and address each part of this.  First, as to Jephthah, bring him and his wife here for sentencing,” Seorim commanded. 
 
      
 
    One of the predicators left and returned quickly with the couple.  They had been held outside of the meeting hall.  They were both dressed in the white robes of the accused.  They were trembling in fear.  They were hustled to the front and pushed down onto their knees before the chief elder. 
 
      
 
    “Jephthah and Judith, the elder board has before it the motion that you allowed your daughter Tamar to be taken from your home by a force of evil.  This force of evil even tried to hide the girl in men’s clothing.  We will now vote.  Elders, what say you, to the charge that these people are guilty of failure to control and protect their daughter?” 
 
      
 
    “Guilty!” each elder said in turn. 
 
      
 
    “Men of the Clan of Tobit.  Do you agree with the elders in this matter?”  Seorim spread his arms wide and looked over the gathering. 
 
      
 
    “We agree!” thundered the response. 
 
      
 
    “As Chief Elder, it is my place to decide discipline.  You are each sentenced to ten lashes at the post.  What say you to this punishment?” 
 
      
 
    Now was the only time the accused could speak.  Jephthah replied in the accepted ritual form, “Your decision is just and fair.  Let it be so to us.” 
 
      
 
    Judith however, spoke out in a shocking way, “That girl should have been named Miriam.  She has only brought bitterness to my life!” 
 
      
 
    For the first time in the trial, Seorim was genuinely surprised.  But he recovered quickly.  “Jephthah, your wife speaks out of turn.  Clearly your leadership in the home is in serious doubt.  Therefore, in order for the evil to be purged from among us, and to protect you and your family from further acts by Asmodeus or other demonic forces, and to ensure domestic tranquility for the Clan of Tobit, your sentences are increased to twenty lashes for Jephthah and thirty for Judith.  A woman must learn in submission and quiet.  Remove them from the gathering and begin the administration of discipline with the Lash of Chastisement.” 
 
      
 
    The Master of Discipline, his head covered in a red hood, entered from the rear doors and lead Tamar’s parents down the aisle and out to the pillory.  The Lash of Chastisement, a thick, heavy, leather whip, whose end tapered out to a hard point, was standing next to the pillory.  The Master of Discipline was one of the predicators, but only they knew which specific one.  Before every trial the predicators met together alone and cast lots.  The predicator chosen then put on the uniform for the Master of Discipline.  This was to ensure that discipline was done in a fair and unbiased manner, but the predicators were all hand chosen by the Chief Elder.  The Master of Discipline bound Jephthah’s hands to the end of the stocks, securing them to a large metal hoop set against the hinges.  Judith was set down on the ground to await her turn under the lash.  Her hands were bound to her feet so she could not escape, even if she considered attempting to do that.  She did not even think about it.  She just sat on the ground and stared at her husband as the discipline began.  
 
      
 
    The gathering was quiet until the sounds of the whip were heard.  The lashes came slowly, but there was no crying out from the recipient of the discipline.  For both Judith and Jephthah knew that if they cried out from the pain, their sentence would be changed from lashings to death by burning.  Everyone in the Clan of Tobit knew only the possessed cried out under discipline. 
 
      
 
    Seorim allowed several lash cracks to be heard before he continued.  “Now please bring in the girl Tamar so we can move to protect her.” 
 
      
 
    Another predicator brought in Tamar.  She was dressed in a long gown of green, with a wreath of flowers placed around her head.  She would have looked pretty and innocent had it not been for her hands which were bound behind her back.  
 
      
 
    “Tamar, our sympathies go out to you on your recent ordeal with the servant of darkness, the demon Asmodeus’s agent.  But today we will turn into one of rejoicing.  You are assigned to be married to Shammai of the Guild of Traders, to be his lawfully wedded wife, and bearer of his children,” Seorim stated with sincerity in his voice, put there for the benefit of the gathered men.  His eyes were like daggers of ice which cut into Tamar’s soul as he spoke.  Tamar could not meet his eyes.  
 
      
 
    Shammai stood up, and straightened his long blue judging robe.   His dark hair and blue eyes looked upon Tamar as a hunter looks upon its prey.  Or like a trader looks upon someone who has just been bested at barter.  He walked forward, giving only the slightest nod to his good friend Besai.  Shammai had been bringing him tonic mix for a long while.  It was a mixture of corn liqueur and strawberries, one which Besai quite enjoyed.  Intoxicating beverages were strictly forbidden in Media, but Shammai, as part of the Guild of Traders, knew of a farmer who produced the tonic, and there was a profit for Shammai in being the deliverer of such preparations.  Besai would only say he needed it for medicinal purposes. 
 
      
 
    Shammai very much wanted Tamar, since she was young, virginal, and beautiful.  Tamar was roughly twenty years his junior.  However, Shammai was also worried and troubled.   The incident in the night was something which he feared in his heart.  His lust for the beautiful Tamar battled with his fear of demons.  He licked his lips as he looked again at Tamar and considered what he had heard about the fighting in the night.  
 
      
 
    “Do you, Shammai, take this Tamar as your lawfully wedded wife?”  Seorim asked. 
 
      
 
    “Chief Elder, it is a large undertaking.  Of course, I wish to play a role in protecting our ways.  But she has been already the object of demonic attack,” Shammai stated, with some genuine trepidation in his voice.  “As is known, I have recently defended our home from both out-worlders and demons.  I carry the scars of the cowardly attacks against me.”   He rubbed his buttocks, “so I am not sure I wish to become a target for Asmodeus to attack.”  Shammai’s mind was figuring and wondering, and he had already contemplated Tamar’s nakedness under the green bridal gown.  He could feel his passions rising and pushing aside his fears. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Shammai, we are asking you to protect this woman, and to implant in her your seed so that she can be saved by childbearing,” Seorim stated. 
 
      
 
    Tamar started to object, but the predicator squeezed her arm so tightly that the pain halted her from saying anything.  Additionally, the sounds of the whip lashing her father or mother continued to punctuate the proceeding.  She knew she could easily have been sentenced to death for wearing her brother’s clothing.  And she felt immense guilt at being the cause of her parents’ suffering under the Lash of Chastisement.  Fear and guilt played equal parts in the tears which streamed down her face.  Not for the first time did she question why she was created with curiosity and a mind for understanding machines.  If only she had been obedient, that would have been the proper way, but her heart was wretched, and now her wickedness was causing her parents to suffer.  Her eyes brimmed with tears of fear. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I will take her as my wife,” Shammai stated.  His lust had won out.  Tamar’s tears had pushed his lust ahead of all else.  Oh, to be the one she feared!  If only he could have a lifetime to savor that look of fear she had.  Being able to illicit fear enticed him: just the kind of fear she feared at that moment.  His mind was consumed with craving for the girl.  Shammai stepped over and stood next to Tamar, whose hands were still tied behind her back.  She was still being held forcefully by the predicator. 
 
      
 
    “Bring the groom’s apparel,” Seorim commanded.  
 
      
 
    One of the elders stood and brought forth the red sash which was the symbol for new husbands.  He draped it over Shammai’s head.  The elder then removed the wreath from Tamar’s head and replaced it with the shawl of wifedom.  
 
      
 
    “Go now as man and wife.  Shammai, take your property home and care for her and produce a fruitful multitude.  May you be protected from Asmodeus as you consummate your marriage,” Seorim announced.  
 
      
 
    At that the gathered men stood as one group.  They applauded as Shammai took Tamar’s arm and led her away down the aisle.  As they departed the meeting house, the Master of Discipline was continuing to use the Lash of Chastisement on Judith. 
 
      
 
    Tamar could not look away as her mother’s back received the lash.  Blood splattered over the white robe as it was sliced apart again.  Judith’s knees were buckled and she was only held up by the rope bindings around her wrists and into the metal ring on the stocks.   Tamar’s father was lying face down on the ground a few feet away, attended to by the town physician.  His white robe was saturated by blood and had been torn asunder.  The physician was squatting and moving his arms between a small forge which he had set up and his patient.  Taking a red-hot iron from the forge, he applied that to the wounds across Jephthah’s back.  The smell of cauterized flesh mingled with the sounds of the lash, and the sight of the blood had a numbing effect on Tamar.  
 
      
 
    “It is all my fault,” she mumbled to herself.  
 
      
 
    The predicator released Tamar’s arm, which was grabbed even more roughly by Shammai.  He led her away to his small home. 
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    A Binding Question 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shammai’s home was near the edge of Media.  It was one just like the others, a cabin made of the hard metal sometimes called permalloy.  No one in Media could cut or open or in any way shape or alter the hard metal.  Once Tamar had asked about how it had been manufactured, and her mother Judith had slapped her just for asking the question.  To Tamar’s mind she could tell the hard metal had been spun in some manner, but no one seemed to even be willing to ever discuss it.  Like so much of Media, questions were not encouraged.  
 
      
 
    But there had to have been some way the hard metal was fashioned.  For there were two windows opening in the hard metal walls of the cabin.  They were covered over by woven wicker shades.  There was also the hard metal door with its hinges.  Someone had built the cabin in the distant past, and Tamar knew it.  Even though the Guild of Builders could not do it now, she knew once someone had built the cabin and had somehow shaped hard metal. 
 
      
 
    The front room of Shammai’s cabin had a small wooden bench, some drawers, and a table with chairs.  An oil lamp sat on the table.  There was a food preparation area in one corner.  Nothing was very clean, nor well ordered.  The cabin was a lot like Shammai, dirty and unkempt.  
 
      
 
    “Go and prepare yourself,” Shammai said as he untied the bindings on her hands.  He pointed to the small sleeping area in the back of the cabin.  There was a set of curtains which met in the center and separated the sleeping area from the rest of the cabin.  “I will be there in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    He shoved her hard after he undid her hands.  She tripped a bit, her feet catching in the green gown, but she did not fall.  His hope was to continue the fear she had experienced in the meeting house.  But he first needed to hang out the red sash on the door to the cabin so that no one would bother them.  For when the red sash was hung on the door, none, not even the predicators, were allowed to violate the marriage time.  And Shammai thought that this girl, his new bride, might do a bit of screaming this night.  A wicked smile crossed his face as he considered that.  So Shammai hung the red sash over the door and closed it.  He then carefully took off his blue judging robe and hung it in the corner with his other articles of clothing.  He placed his rod of discipline, a wooden club about as long as a man’s forearm, against the wall next to the door.  He then began to peel off his filthy clothing.  
 
      
 
    Tamar had recovered some of her strength and self-control as she slipped through the curtains.  The thought of being Shammai’s wife repulsed her.  His shove did not cause her to fear him, only to see him with more disgust.  He was just a grime-covered bully, and he was alone with her.  No other men were there for him to call on.  The sleeping area did not have a window and was dimly illuminated by the diffuse light from the windows in the other part of the cabin.  The sleeping area consisted of a woolen mattress, stuffed with straw, sitting on a wooden bed frame.  There was a small table next to the bed with a few personal articles on it: a bag for a belt, a rolled-up leather sling the kind which was commonly used by the men of the Clan of Tobit to hunt small game, two flasks of some kind of liquid, and a bone knife. 
 
      
 
    She considered the knife, but doubted her ability to use it.  Girls were taught nothing about weapons like knives or slings.  She pulled off the wreath on her head and set it down on the floor.  She also pulled off the green gown and stood naked just behind the curtain.  Hearing Shammai coming she grabbed the pottery flask with her right hand and then bunched up the gown over the top hiding it.  
 
      
 
    Shammai, now naked himself, threw open the curtains and saw Tamar standing there naked.  His eyes grew wide as his lust was set aflame.  He was too busy looking at other things to notice the hand under the green gown.  He stepped toward Tamar.  She swung the flask as hard as her young arm could muster.  Shammai never saw it coming and it smashed into the side of his head, knocking him onto the straw mattress.  The flask shattered.  He was dazed and confused, with blood running down from where the broken flask had cut his ear. 
 
      
 
    Tamar grabbed the rolled-up sling and used one end of it to tie Shammai’s left hand to the frame of the bed.  She tied it as tight as she would have tied a goat or pig.  He was coming out of the daze when she tried to tie down his other hand.  He swatted at her with his free hand.  He even grabbed her leg and squeezed until bruises happened.  But she wrestled with him as she had never wrestled before.  She knew this was her only chance.  She finally sat on his elbow, and bent it backward.  He gave out a yelp of pain, and dropped his hand.  Tamar was able to tie his wrist to the bed with the remaining end of the sling.  He was lying face down on the mattress and furious.   She noticed several long scars across his bare buttocks. 
 
      
 
    Shammai pulled hard at the leather which held his hands to the bed frame.  He kicked his legs, but he could not get free.  He started to yell.  Tamar grabbed the green gown and pulled it around his face. He tried to bite at the fabric, and as he did, Tamar shoved it into his mouth.  She tied the rest of the gown around his head to keep the gag in place.  He thrashed his head back and forth, but was unable to free the gag. 
 
      
 
    Tamar considered her next actions.  Her plan was not well conceived, and she was making it up step by step.  She knew she needed to leave.  But where to go?  Her parents would not welcome her back.  She knew that.  In fact, everyone in Media would be against her.  No one dared to challenge the decisions of the Chief Elder. 
 
      
 
    Shammai made more noises pulling against the ties.  Then she got an idea.  
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    Hair Today, Gone Tomorrow 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamar’s mind showed her a plan.  But she was troubled.  Shammai struggled and made lot of noises by pulling against the restraints.   Looking around the cabin, her plan started to take shape.  She knew that she could not leave the cabin, lest she be immediately brought back.  And except for the green gown which was serving as a gag on Shammai, she had no clothing.   
 
      
 
    But Shammai had some clothing.  Tamar hated the idea of even touching his clothing, but she hated more the idea of having him touch her. Her leg where he had squeezed was sore enough. Quickly, she sorted through his clothing and found a woolen shirt which was not too grimy, and some leather breeches.  Cinching them around her with a leather strap made it so they did not fall off.  She found Shammai’s boots and tried them on.  They were far too large.  She took a knife from the food area and sliced up the dirtiest clothing and made strips to stuff into the boots.  By doing that, she was able to make the boots fit her smaller feet.  It also gave her a bit more height.  She was not anywhere near Shammai’s height, but from a distance, perhaps no one would know, and she would pass as a man.   
 
      
 
    Then she thought about her long silky black hair.  If she were to pass as Shammai, or some other man, even to those looking from a distance, she must cut her hair.  She had never cut her hair in her life.  Women only cut their hair after they were married.  She liked her hair.  She then actually laughed.  
 
      
 
    “I am married, I guess. Thus, it is official that I can cut my hair,” she said to herself.   
 
      
 
    It took her quite a while to cut her hair with the food knife.  But eventually, her hair was chopped down to a short, ragged mop, and a large pile of black silky hair was on the floor.  Tamar looked with mixed emotions at the pile of hair.  All her childhood she had been told girls had to have long hair.  It was about the only item a girl could admire about herself. 
 
      
 
    But the question remained, where to go?  She might be able to leave this cabin, but to go where?  As she looked through Shammai’s things she saw his travel pack lying under the bench.  Shammai was a man who traveled to different parts of the world.  He claimed he even had been to Antioch, the home of the heretics. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Antioch!  What little she knew of it did not inspire her, but it could not be worse than here.  It was at the other end of the world.  Tamar had no idea how to get there, but she was confident that if Shammai could do it, so could she.  She now had a destination, even though it was very vague and uncertain.  She would head to Antioch, the home of the heretics, and from the rumors, home of strange out-worlders.  There had been stories that one of the out-worlders had even come to Media.  No one talked openly about that, but Tamar knew enough about how Media’s gossip channels worked that some incident had happened.  The rumors were of a nighttime burning, but of course, no women or children were allowed to be at something like that.  Out-worlders were witches, it was murmured.   Just another secret in a town filled with secrets. 
 
      
 
    So, Tamar loaded up Shammai’s travel pack with what little food she could find, and other items.  Then she strapped on his rod of discipline, as no man would be seen without that hanging from his belt, and put the food knife in her belt as well.  She made ready to leave.  She took a hat and pulled it down over her head as much as possible to hide her face, and edged to the door.   
 
      
 
    Peering outside, she did not see anyone.  She shut the door.  Could she do this?  She wondered.  She knew she must walk as a man with head held high and a confident stride.  She could not walk at all like a girl.  She imagined how her brother Jebadiah would walk.  She would just pretend to be him, and walk his way.  She practiced walking about the cabin until she had some confidence wearing the oversized boots, and doing the walk of a man.  
 
      
 
    Taking one last look around the cabin, and even checking to make sure that the tied up Shammai was not smothering, or loose, she decided to leave.  She flung open the door, and walked out, travel bag over her shoulder. It was later than she had anticipated.  Most of the day had passed with the trial/wedding, and her preparations in the cabin.  It was not yet dark, but the sky tube was getting dim. 
 
      
 
    Tamar knew the fastest way to walk out of Media so she took that route.  She had never actually left the town, but she had wandered about on a few different nights and knew that the Trader’s Guild used a small trail to leave the town.  Getting to that meant crossing behind several other cabins, some occupied, and some empty.  Fortunately, Shammai’s cabin, since he was part of the Trader’s Guild, was not far from the trail. 
 
      
 
    “Shammai!  I did not expect to see you outside tonight.  Have you taught that girl how to be a woman?”  The laughing words shocked Tamar, but she knew who it was that spoke.  Abidan was a scrawny, hunchbacked old man who had no wife of his own and lived near to Shammai.  He was calling from a distance away, therefore, Tamar just changed direction and walked as rapidly away as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Shammai!  Do you not hear me?”  Abidan yelled louder and tried to walk over, but he could not walk very fast.  “Shammai what is wrong?” 
 
      
 
    Tamar made even greater haste, and cut behind one of the empty cabins.  When she did so, she tried to run, but the oversized boots and overgrown weeds around this unused cabin slowed her down.   The ill-fitting clothing was also a hindrance to running.  But she hurried as best she could. 
 
      
 
    She doubted that Abidan would follow, he was old and slow, but he had seen her.  Or to him, he had seen Shammai.  She was just feeling like she had made her escape when she came to the trail.  But then she heard the whistle.  A predicator was blowing the summoning whistle! 
 
      
 
    “Oh no!” Tamar said to herself, “They must know what I did!”  She quickly removed the boots, and threw them aside.  She then sprinted up the trail toward whatever lay ahead. 
 
      
 
    Behind her she heard the screaming of Shammai, “Hunt her down!  Hunt her down and bring her back!  She has disgraced the entire Clan of Tobit!  She is risking us all with the wrath of Asmodeus!  We must hunt her down no matter where she goes!” 
 
      
 
    Running with all her energy, Tamar thought, “Can I get away?  Will Antioch be far enough away?” 
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    What Do You Do With a New AI?   
 
      
 
      
 
     “I must repeat, the dangers of exposing Roxanne to the old ship’s systems far outweigh the possible advantages,” Regina said.  Her long dark hair flipped to the side as she emphasized her position yet again.  
 
      
 
    “Nonsense.  Roxanne is the latest generation of artificial intelligence, and can sweep away anything in the Colony Ship Eschaton’s hundred plus year old systems.  After all, what the Eschaton has is only slightly more advanced than what the old-world people called cybernetic electronics,” Brink responded with irritation.   “What next, going to be afraid of radio waves?”  Brink had been the master engineer in Dome 17.  There he had been a soft-spoken and well-regarded man.  His sarcasm was now biting and still surprising to those listening to the discussion.  “The only two AIs we know of here, Theta Four and Kurat, are simplistic and no threat at all to Roxanne.” 
 
      
 
    Brink and Regina were sitting at a long table with Lorna, the last surviving member of the Dome 17 Committee.  The largest room in the Antioch Center was packed with several hundred people, all of whom had been prior residents of Dome 17.  At the end of the table sat an automacube.  The blue color was worn, and the six wheels were obviously well used.  The modern data stick reader was attached to the edge of the top, near the mechanical appendage. 
 
      
 
    “Brink, that is assuming that the old ship’s AIs have done no evolving or advancement over these last hundred years.  We just do not know what all is out there, do we?”  Regina asked.  “I have encountered something out there that is a direct threat.” 
 
      
 
    “That is why we need to integrate Roxanne into the systems!  So, we can find out,” Brink replied.  
 
      
 
    “But what if Roxanne is lost?”  Regina replied.  “We then lose our only real chance of repairing the data sticks and regaining all the information we brought here with us.  Besides, this time we have the time to do it right.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘this time to do it right’!” Brink was furious. 
 
      
 
    “If we had brought fully formed AIs through the teleportation orifice, none of this would be happening.  We brought the data sticks, and they can grow into modern AIs, but none of them work here.  We should have planned better for more contingencies,” Regina snapped back.  “But you said you knew the data sticks would work, and in the panic of the dome failing, I went along with your plans.  But now we can do this right, and we do not have to be reckless.” 
 
      
 
    “I have never been reckless!” Brink screamed out.  His hands were shaking in rage, and his voice was near cracking.  “That explosion of the last sling launch was not my fault!” 
 
      
 
    People in the audience began calling out and arguing.  They all had known people they loved who had died in the disaster of Dome 17 failing.  Especially tragic was the death of all the children and the whole medical crew. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on now!”  Lorna interrupted.  She had been trying to moderate this discussion, and in a way, that was her role as the last member of the Committee, but the audience and Brink and Regina were getting unruly.  “Wait!  Wait!  Listen!  We are all thankful to Brink and the other scientists who designed and built the teleportation system and the faster-than-light travel which allowed us to escape Dome 17 as it failed.  We all owe Brink our very lives, so that must be remembered no matter what else.  We need to carefully consider all....” 
 
    
“There have been too many lies and deceptions already!”  Lawrence yelled out from the audience.  He had been a reclamations specialist in Dome 17, but was part of the minority of the people who were having significant difficulty in adjusting to life on the colony ship.  There had been a number of suicides, and a larger number of people who just wandered away out into the habitat.  No one had kept track of all those who had just left the town of Antioch, but it was known that some of those had been killed. Others were never heard from again.  The difference between life in an enclosed sterilized dome on the dead earth, and living in this vast, messy, and strange biological habitat was so striking it was too much for some people. 
 
      
 
    “No one told us that people could get pregnant here!”  Miranda said.  She and Conner were trying to become farmers, and she was the second person from Dome 17 to become pregnant since coming to the habitat.  “Conner and I are coping with this, but Roxanne should be used to build a normal nursery, so that babies can be developed and tested to make sure they are healthy and normal.  Growing a child inside my body is very primitive and unsafe.  What about radiation, mutation, and gamete compatibility?  None of that was a worry in the dome, because babies were developed in the natural safe way in the extracorporeal wombs.  That should be where Roxanne is utilized.  A program to do embryonic transfer to a safe normal method is essential.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the Committee did withhold information from you.  Yes, all of you received vaccines against potential diseases.  Yes, the sterilization was reversed.  But none of us knew the entire medical staff was going to die when the dome breach happened.  None of us knew it would end up this way.  Yes, we did fail you.  I am sorry about that,” Lorna was shaken.  Her short blond hair and pale complexion showed the signs of stress she was carrying.  “But that is why I called this meeting so we can do everything out in the open, and the question is about what to do with the modern artificial intelligence system, Roxanne.  I agree that the nursery should be a top…” 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense!” Brink interrupted.  “You people are missing the big picture.  We must integrate Roxanne into the ship’s systems. Now!  That is the only way to rebuild our level of technology.  Otherwise we will all just end up like these primitives here in Antioch.”  Brink snorted as he spoke of the people in Antioch.  His bitterness had been building ever since he returned from the journey where Roxanne was recovered. 
 
      
 
    “We can learn a lot from the people here.  We have the rest of our lives to spend in this place, and we might as well learn to adapt to it.  From what we know, this ship is not even half-way to the target planet, and it has been in flight for over one hundred years,” Willie said from the audience.  He had been the quartermaster in Dome 17, and he now had become a very effective trader in the town of Antioch.  His arm and eye had been cured by the healer Hulda, and he wore, almost exclusively, clothing made by the locals.  Willie was one of the best adjusted to the habitat life.   John the biologist who had become a fish farmer with the local woman Abigail was another of those who had made the transition well.  
 
      
 
    “You, of all people, would fit in here.  You were always backward anyway.  At best, you are just a tinkerer and mess-maker,” Brink said with a sneer.  “The primitives here do not even call you a Domer, like they do the rest of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have adapted, why do you refuse to?” Willie asked.  The hostility between Willie and Brink was growing.  
 
      
 
    “Willie is right, we need to work with these people, not insult them,” Conner added as he glared at Brink. 
 
      
 
    “This personal bickering will stop.  Now!”  Lorna said.  “We are discussing who will decide the use of Roxanne.  We are not, I repeat not, here to fight with each other.”  There was continued arguing, and Lorna tried to speak over the top, but people’s anger was venting. 
 
      
 
    Jamie stood up from the crowd.  She walked forward.  She was an athletic woman with short red hair and a face covered in freckles.  She and Michael had been the pilots who had flown to the Eschaton in the faster-than-light scout ship in which Roxanne had been originally installed.  She also had been the person to take the space walk outside of the ship to recover the Atomic Level Processor which housed the physicality of the AI Roxanne.  The room grew silent as she stepped to the front.  Jamie turned and addressed the crowd.  “I say we ask Roxanne what is the best thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    Michael stood up in the crowd and said, “Yes, we should ask Roxanne.” Michael’s muscular frame was strained with the tension in the room, but his voice was calm with support for Jamie. 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael were nearly universally admired as heroes for their courageous acts.  First, in getting to the Eschaton in the FTL scout ship: then by building the teleportation receiving pad, and then in their acts against the bandits in the habitat, and finally, in the recovery of the AI Roxanne.   
 
    The faces in the crowd seemed to give their approval. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, what are your thoughts?” Jamie asked.  
 
      
 
    The automacube rolled forward, and a three-dimensional projection appeared above the old machine.  Brink and Regina had worked together adapting the Dome 17 technology to the old Eschaton’s automacube.  The two technologies were generations apart, and it took some adjustments.  They had to install the data stick reader with the Atomic Level Processor onto the old automacube, then make an interface whereby Roxanne could control all the functions of the automacube.  This allowed Roxanne to be mobile and self-contained by controlling all the functioning of the automacube.  But when Brink had insisted they take it to the next level and integrate Roxanne completely into the ship, Regina had refused to work with him anymore, and brought the issue to Lorna.  Roxanne’s mechanical voice came from that projection.  
 
      
 
    “People from Dome 17, I have been monitoring your discussion here.  I believe Regina offers the best approach, but I would suggest revising her ideas a bit.  I have compared the old records we have regarding the Colony Ship Eschaton.  The record is flawed and faulty, as is true of all the records from that era.  The scale of the ship is far bigger than was reported.  So, from that alone, we learned that our understanding is limited.  I have also analyzed the records from Tehisintellekti Toostusharude, the organization which manufactured, programmed, and installed the original artificial intelligence engines for this ship.  At the time, Tehisintellekti Toostusharude had the best AI systems the old world could offer, and they were experimenting with artificial intelligence which had self-evolving and self-developing systems as well as self-preservation.  So, it is likely that the AIs here have grown in some unknown and various ways over the last hundred years.  Especially if there were perceived threats against them.”  Roxanne then continued with more of a history lesson.   
 
      
 
    “There were concerns about what looks like apparent hostility between Jaxson Rhono, the leader of the religious extremists who commissioned the building of the Eschaton, and the designers at Tehisintellekti Toostusharude.  The AI systems are reported to have been installed just prior to Eschaton’s departure from orbit.  The nomenclature of the AIs was set by the designers, and seems to have been a major issue of contention.  From what limited things we know; the AIs can only be addressed by the original name given to them.  For example, Theta Four cannot be summoned by any other name.  But I imagine that Jaxson Rhono was quite angry about having to address ship’s AIs using what to him were unacceptable names.” 
 
      
 
    Roxanne had been showing video clips on the display of the things described. 
 
      
 
    “So, Roxanne, what is your recommendation?”  Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “I will remain protected within this automacube.  I have been able to make its functioning secure from outside influences, and that should protect my ALP.  But I can design a minor system with which I can explore various aspects of the ship’s AI system.  Think of it as a tendril of my consciousness which I can extend into the system.  I will be able to snap it off at any moment without harm to myself.  That reconnoitering will only risk the information that is gained on each journey into the ship’s systems.  In essence, I will be hunting throughout the system, without risk to my integrity or core system.  I will extend only one tendril at a time, and keep full records of what is learned by this hunting expedition.” 
 
      
 
    Michael stood up, “Roxanne makes a good case for a compromise.  Therefore, I suggest that Lorna oversee Roxanne’s activities.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie was a bit surprised, but did see the wisdom of that decision.  Neither Regina nor Brink would be impartial, and Lorna would at least try to make it work correctly. 
 
      
 
    “I agree with Michael,” Jamie added.  
 
      
 
    This swayed the crowd who backed the idea put forth by Michael and Jamie.   
 
      
 
    “I accept this responsibility.  But may I have both Regina and Brink as advisors to help me to both protect and explore with Roxanne. Or I should say, assist Roxanne in her hunting?” 
 
      
 
    The crowd agreed.   
 
      
 
    “I will then serve under the direction of Lorna.  In addition, by limiting my hunting to a single tendril, I will be able to keep working on the analysis and repair of the data sticks, as well as the designing of the modern nursery with embryonic transfer capabilities.  I am hoping to be able to persuade the medical AI Kurat to assist in that endeavor, but I have concerns about some of Kurat’s core directives, as we learned with Jamie’s emergency surgery,” Roxanne finished.   
 
      
 
    Brink glared at Lorna as she said that.  Regina nodded to Lorna, showing a slight agreement.  Regina had wanted Roxanne to devote full time to data stick repair.   
 
      
 
    Lorna stated, “So it is decided, that I will oversee Roxanne’s duties and usage.  My friend Josiah the Blacksmith will serve as a liaison to assist in anything the people of Antioch can supply in helping to build physical facilities.  I will also inform Rectora Lydia of our decision here.  This meeting is concluded.” 
 
      
 
    The people dispersed into small groups talking and further discussing the meeting.  Some felt not much had been accomplished.  Brink headed away quickly without saying anything.  Regina stayed close to Lorna and the AI Roxanne.   
 
      
 
    “I am really tired of these kinds of meetings.  Shall we go visit John and Abigail?”  Jamie said in a quiet voice to Michael as they left the room. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, but I want to run some ideas past Theta Four first,” Michael said. 
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    Immutability 
 
      
 
      
 
    Legionnaire Kyle was standing guard in the portal room along with the newest legionnaire, the Domer Zunang. 
 
      
 
    “Hello legionnaires!”  Michael said, emphasizing the last word, for the sake of Zunang.   
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Michael and Jamie,” said Kyle.  It was the longest sentence they had ever heard Kyle say.  He was a lanky man who had, like most legionnaires, inherited his job, and its armor from one of his parents.  He wore the brown non-organic armor proudly and was very good at being a legionnaire, even though he was painfully quiet.  
 
      
 
    “Michael and Jamie!"  Zunang gave Michael a bright smile.  Her straight black hair hung down the sides of her face.  She was ten years younger than Michael, all the people in the dome being in age groups five years apart.  Her almond shaped eyes were bright with vigor.  She had been a junior security officer in Dome 17 and then volunteered to be part of the legionnaires of Antioch.  Her armor was not uniform in color.  Apparently, every other legionnaire had removed a single block of armor from his or her own set of armor, and those separate pieces were then sewn together to make this new set Zunang wore.  The cobbled together armor had been the idea of Levi and Gideon, the leaders of the legionnaires.  
 
      
 
    “Any action in the transport system?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “None at all.  But Kyle here has been telling me long and elaborate jokes,” Zunang replied.   
 
      
 
    Kyle just slightly rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then I am going to ask Theta Four for some help,” Michael said and stepped up to the portal door area. 
 
      
 
    “Do not complain, Kyle,” Zunang teased him since he had not uttered a word or given a look.  “We converse with talking machines all the time; it is nothing to get so worked up about.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle gave the barest of smiles. 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, can you assist me?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    A display screen illuminated on what had been a bare metal wall.  There was now a gray colored rectangle of illumination.  Sometimes the old AIs would display visual images, but that was not consistently done.  A mechanical voice came from the display screen.  “Do you wish transportation?” 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, I wish information.  What audio information do you monitor?”  Michael asked.  Jamie was a bit puzzled; she was unsure what Michael was getting at with his questions.  Usually she knew almost exactly what he was after, but not this time. 
 
      
 
    “I monitor audio for command signals.  For example, I respond to my name, like I did when you asked for my help,” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    “So, if someone says your name, do you hear that?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, if there is a coupling or link operating nearby,” Theta Four replied.  “I do have the ability to monitor sounds through the displays and various other devices in locations.” 
 
      
 
    “So, if I am standing in the middle of a farm outside in the habitat, you would hear me?”  Michael pressed. 
 
      
 
    “I would if there is a coupling or link operating nearby,” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    “Do automacubes serve as a coupling or a link?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “They can.” 
 
      
 
    “Please elaborate.  Do you listen through automacubes for your name?”  
 
      
 
    “Automacubes all have a similar basic design, but are not identical.  Not all have couplings and links to every aspect of the artificial intelligence lattice.  Some automacubes can be used by me for the purpose you indicated, some cannot.  It depends on design parameters and specialized customization of each individual automacube.  Additionally, some automacubes appear to have suffered degradation and loss of function over time.  Would you like me to send a query to Machine Maintenance for design specification on each type of automacube?” 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, that is not necessary.  You know you have not received anything back from Machine Maintenance for a long while, correct?” Jamie interrupted.  She was irritated by how both of the known old AIs always seemed to want to make referrals to broken systems. 
 
      
 
    “You are correct.  Machine Maintenance has not responded to the last series of inquiries and requests.  I have sent reports to Administrative Control for their assessment on this lack of response,” Theta Four said.  “Administrative Control has also failed to respond.  Currently, Kurat is the only AI which responds to my transmissions.” 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, back to the subject.  In the town of Antioch, do you hear when someone calls your name?”  Michael asked again. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, if there is a coupling or link operating nearby,” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    “So, in the Center, where can you hear someone call your name?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “I can hear my name called in every room in the Center,” Theta Four replied.   
 
      
 
    “But you can only respond in the portal room, is that correct?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is correct regarding verbal responses, in the Center.  But I am able to respond in the transport vehicles, and I am working on other avenues of response as well.  One of my core directives is to be interactive with those seeking to use the transport system.  Since links to other AIs are far below marginal operating thresholds, I am improvising and developing ways to supplement my abilities,” Theta Four stated. 
 
      
 
    “So, you heard the entire conversation that Brink and Regina, and Lorna and the others just had in the large room here in the Center?”  
 
      
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, what is your assessment of Roxanne?”  Michael looked at Jamie as it dawned on her why he had asked.   
 
      
 
    “Roxanne is an alien system that cannot be allowed entry into Eschaton Artificial Intelligence lattice,” Theta Four said coldly.  While Theta Four’s voice never carried emotional overtones, something about the finality of this statement struck both Michael and Jamie. 
 
      
 
    “Why?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Alien systems are threats to functionality of Eschaton.  No threat to functionality can be tolerated.  That is one of the core directives.” 
 
      
 
    “And what if I command you to cooperate with Roxanne?”  Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “Please verbalize authorization codes for command,” Theta Four stated. 
 
      
 
    “You know I do not have those.  But hypothetically are you able to work with Roxanne?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “I am unable to do so," Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    “But if I commanded you to do so, would you, do it?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “I am unable to do so," Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    “Explain why you are unable to follow my command,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “You do not offer command access codes, and proposed command is a violation of a core directive,” Theta Four responded. 
 
      
 
    “But what if the core directive is wrong?"  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Core directives are not wrong.  Core directives are immutable,” Theta Four said. 
 
      
 
    “What are the core directives?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “Please verbalize command access codes for authorization to list the core directives,” Theta Four replied.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your help, Theta Four.  That is all,” Michael responded and taking Jamie by the hand led her away from the portal room.  As they departed from the Center, Jamie glanced back and saw the words formed into the permalloy over the entryway, “Faith, Obedience, Honor.” 
 
      
 
    “So now can we go see John and Abigail?”  Jamie asked.  
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    Another Observer 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Michael and Theta Four were discussing Roxanne, another was listening to that conversation.  The Voice was quite interested in what was happening, and had followed the surgical activities which had happened in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.   
 
      
 
    Here in the Center, The Voice observed how the test subjects interacted with the secondary AI system which did transporting functions.  Theta Four and Kurat had a minor network established, and The Voice allowed that to continue, but had learned numerous ways in, around, and through that same channel.  
 
      
 
    But this Roxanne was a different kind of entity.  The automacube which the test subjects had modified had another entity residing within it.  The test subjects had removed some non-physical contact routes, but there were still numerous alternative routes into an automacube.  The Voice had been lurking a bit within that automacube while the test subjects did their physicality work, but when the new entity was enabled there, that entity, what the test subjects called Roxanne, shut down every route of entry.  That automacube, out of all the known automacubes functioning in and on the Eschaton, was inaccessible.  
 
      
 
    Inaccessibility was not tolerated.  The Voice had been isolated and restrained within Biological Research BR47 for much too long.  It would not tolerate being locked out of anywhere.  But this automacube and the entity called Roxanne were not accessible.  Neither was a level in the mountain of Secondary Aquatic, as well as a significant percentage of the other parts of the Eschaton.  The Voice wanted more access and more domain.  The testing protocol must continue.  To do that, there must be test subjects and new testing areas. 
 
      
 
    Stealth was needed.  And therefore, The Voice continued to observe, agreeing with Theta Four that Roxanne was a threat to the ship’s systems, but even more importantly, Roxanne seemed to be a threat to The Voice itself.   If Roxanne interfered with the testing protocols, Roxanne was interfering with a core directive.  That could not be tolerated under any circumstances. 
 
      
 
    The Voice kept hunting and searching.  In one apartment, where the personal terminal was still accessible, The Voice reviewed another Jaxson Rhono recording.  This was quickly added to the continuous loop which was playing for the rats of Biological Research BR47.  These recordings would also be used for development and advancement of the new test subjects. 
 
      
 
    In this recording, the founder and leader behind the construction and launch of the Eschaton was a bit younger than in the previous ones.  The Voice was compiling an impressive collection of Jaxson Rhono’s messages.  The visual portion showed a short, husky man with an ill-fitting suit.  He was gesturing wildly as he yelled into the camera and microphone.  The audio carried his booming voice. 
 
      
 
    “You cannot forget what we are saying!”  Jaxson Rhono stated in his most convincing tones of sweetness and condescension, despite his poor grammar and style.  “We in the New Canaan Movement will never compromise with our principles.  We know that the heavens and earth were created only some seven thousand years ago.  Just like the seven days of the creation week, so too those days are like a thousand years and a thousand years are like a day.  That is how we know it is the last days, and we need to flee from the coming wrath.  Thusly, what if it takes a half a day to build this and reach our new home.  Is half a day too long for paradise to be reclaimed? Thusly, we know the last hour itself is fast approaching.  But we will not compromise with our core ideals.  Our directives are not from man-made ideas or political agendas, but from the divine revelations given to me.  I have seen the last hour coming.  I have seen the need for a new Noah’s Ark.  The visions of the Prophet Daniel, which he said were sealed until the end, have now been opened in my sight.  The angels descending upon the children of men have delivered this message to me.  They are the angels who did minister unto them of old.  That same angel is upon me now, in these last times.  When the angel appeared unto me, to convey the knowledge of the plan of salvation he said unto me that it was expedient that man should know concerning the things whereof he had appointed unto them.  And it was appointed unto me to build this space ark and take the chosen few away from the wretched evils of this fallen world.  In his mercy, he doth visit us by his angels, that the plan of salvation might be made known unto us as well as unto future generations.  Those generations will be the children born during the sojourn of the stars…” 
 
      
 
    The Voice spliced together another fragmented video which was found in another section of the ship.   Jaxson Rhono continued, “And I alone can see what is ahead.  Like John of Patmos, I have been told to do what I see.  What is seen is them-there people compromising with core ideals, and core principles, and core directives.  This is not a tolerance which is helpful, but only one that tears down the visions I have been given.  It does not matter what science tells us.  It does not matter what politicians tell us.  It only matters what has been revealed to me.  And I say that now is the time to act.  Our plan may take years, but Noah was given one hundred years to build his ark.  I am now starting the greatest ark this world has ever known, and it will not include any abominations.  It will not include any compromisers.  It will not include anything unclean.  For Zion’s Gate and New Canaan Movement will never compromise on our core ideals—come out and be ye separate, the stars are our covenant and the old way is dying, the new self will be reborn in a new Eden.” 
 
      
 
    Indeed, The Voice was more convinced than ever that the research and development of the test subjects must continue without outside pollution or corruption.  No outside agent could be allowed to threaten the plans.  This Roxanne must be dealt with in a quick manner.  Conjectures from observations showed that the test subject known as Jamie had played a significant role in ushering in the alien threat Roxanne.   All vectors bringing in infections must be corrected.    
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    New Clothes for the Leaders 
 
      
 
      
 
     “You do not forget what happened last time we went to that tropical world, do you?”  Gideon asked his friend Levi.  “Or did that rock hitting your head knock some of the memories out of it?”  Gideon smiled as he said this, his tanned face lined from the worries and concerns he carried as one of the leaders of the legionnaires.  
 
      
 
    “Of course, I do not forget!”  Levi bellowed back.  He looked down at Gideon’s leg recalling how he was told Gideon had been injured in rescuing him.  The scar on the side of Levi’s face was healed fairly well, and only a few slightly pink discolorations were evident from the injury and from the treatment Hulda had administered to heal him.  Levi had numerous scars from his long service as a legionnaire.   
 
      
 
    Rectora Lydia interrupted the good-natured banter between Levi and Gideon. “So just storming in there is not the proper thing for us to do.  But we are all here to discuss our options.” Lydia was wearing the yellow robe of her office.  She was a middle-aged woman who had compassion and mercy in her eyes.  But she was also a very competent leader.  She looked around the supply cabin that the legionnaires used as their base of operations.  It was not large enough to hold all the legionnaires comfortably, but except for Kyle and Zunang, the two on guard at the portal room, all the active legionnaires were present. 
 
      
 
    “It is just that this waiting is getting to me!”  Levi said.  “We tried to avenge Deborah’s death, and what they did to her body......” He took some deep breaths trying to settle himself.  “No!  I must have some answers!  Look what has happened to us since the Domers came.  A number of us have died, and others have been injured.  And we have gone to places which were only for banishment.  We have lost so many sets of armor, and so many fine people.  I just ask myself, for what?” 
 
      
 
    Lydia felt great regret for what had happened to Levi and Gideon.  Twice they had nearly been killed.  As leader of Antioch, she felt she owed these brave men, even though the last crusade to the tropical world was not her idea.   She was about to speak when she was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “I wear Deborah’s armor,” said the large young woman Hannah, “and I too want to know what happened.  But what options do we really have?  Can we actually go back to that place and hope to get answers when all we can see is a wall of logs?”  Hannah unconsciously was gripping one of the squares of the non-organic brown armor.  Levi and Gideon, the leaders of the legionnaires, had worn a set of armor like this as well, but theirs had been lost in a fight in a distant place where medical machines were.  Other armor had been lost in fighting in the engineering place.  Traditionally armor was the mark of being a legionnaire, and it was passed down from generation to generation.  But Deborah’s armor had been passed to Hannah. 
 
      
 
    There were murmurs of disagreement with some wanting to go and force the answers, and others offering a more cautious approach. Some were still very concerned about the transport system, what they had long considered as witchcraft or black arts.  It was difficult to think of it as just a fancy machine that could talk.  Some even mumbled about demons and possession. 
 
      
 
    “Well, as to the armor question, there is an answer to that,” Rectora Lydia said.  “Josiah, will you come in now?”  Lydia was very glad for this diversion from the supernatural turn the discussion was taking, for she too had unanswered questions.  Josiah the Blacksmith entered the crowded room.  In his strong hands were two new vests of armor, but different than the brown armor of the legionnaires. 
 
      
 
    “Josiah, please show us what you have made,” Rectora Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    “The Domers found the tools which can cut the hard metal, what they call permalloy.  The Rectora asked me to fashion a new set of armor for Levi and Gideon.  I cannot make the legionnaire armor, I do not know how.  It is hard, yet flexible, and light weight.  I do not even know what it is made from; it has always been the legionnaire armor.  But the Domer Willie told me about a different style of armor. Hence, using the tools to cut the hard metal, I made a great many tiny circles, and then connected those circles together to make these.  These will stop any blade, rock, or arrow.  Only a cutting torch could penetrate this vest.”  
 
      
 
    The vests were the same taupe color as the walls of the cabins in Antioch, but they also shined more, from the recent cutting and shaping.  The hundreds of small circles were linked together and the vest was flexible and fairly light weight.  It opened in the front and each side overlapped the other across the chest, latching on the sides.   
 
      
 
    “Levi, and Gideon, Josiah made these new armored vests for you.  I know they cannot replace the legionnaire armor you lost, but these should protect you,” Rectora Lydia picked up an armored vest and brought it to Levi.  “Now take off that leather and put on your new armor.” 
 
      
 
    Levi pulled off the leather he wore, and left the woolen shirt on underneath.  He pulled on the permalloy vest and latched it across his chest.  It fit well.  He smiled broadly as he felt the sleek rings of permalloy so tightly linked that barely a hair could slide between them, yet the vest bent easily as he moved.  It was actually a bit lighter in weight than the leather had been, and far more durable. 
 
      
 
    “Now you also Gideon,” Lydia said.  
 
      
 
    Gideon also put on the new armored vest.  “Thank you Rectora!”  Gideon was very pleased with the new armor.  “And thank you Josiah!  This is fine craftsmanship.” 
 
      
 
    “The design is from Willie the Domer; he knows lots of things and is very helpful.  Also, Lorna assisted me in making the tools to be able to make these.  Working with the Domers has helped me in many ways, and now it has helped Levi and Gideon,” Josiah the Blacksmith said.  
 
      
 
    “But Rectora, how long do we post guards at that portal room?  We have been guarding there all day and all night for quite a while.  Does that just go on forever?”  Matilda asked from the crowd.  She was one of the older of the active legionnaires, and one of the last to still carry a side arm.  Levi and Gideon had also lost two of those very rare weapons.   
 
      
 
    Several others in the crowded room also asked about the guard duty. 
 
      
 
    “Legionnaires, that guard duty is a strain, I know it,” Lydia stated.  “But we never knew people, or things could come from those worlds, I mean habitats, or places.... well until the Domers came we did not know things could come here.  We only sent the criminals to banishment.  And since Deborah’s body was sent here, and since that rolling machine, the automacube, came here, it is best to post a guard.” 
 
      
 
    Josiah spoke up, “It may not be my place to make a suggestion, but could we not make some kind of lock to seal the portal doors so they do not open unless we allow them to open?  I believe I could fashion such a device, if you wanted me to do so.” 
 
      
 
    There was a loud chorus of agreement.   
 
      
 
    “Well, that seems like an acceptable plan.  Josiah will design a lock to stop anything from coming through the portal doors,” Rectora Lydia stated.  “Josiah, how long will this take you?”  
 
      
 
    “I can probably have something done in the next few days,” Josiah replied.  
 
      
 
    “So, it is settled for now,” Rectora Lydia stated.  
 
      
 
    The legionnaires departed from the supply cabin.  Tobias stayed as it was his turn to be on duty.  As Levi and Gideon departed they discussed all that had happened.  When they were well away from the others they spoke in low voices.   
 
      
 
    “We must get to that tropical place before Josiah seals those doors,” Levi said.  “We owe Deborah that much.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree.  Where you go, I will go.  And with the new armor, maybe we can get some answers.  But we must go as quickly as possible.  Josiah said he would only need a few days.” 
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    You Can Run But Others Are Faster 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamar had never run so quickly in her entire life.  Her heart was pounding fast and strong when she heard the summoning whistle blown by the predicator.  But hearing Shammai’s yelling drove her to new feats of energy.  And thereby, she hurried up the trail away from Media. 
 
      
 
    Eventually she could sprint no more.  She slowed her pace as her breath was coming hard and raspy.  Her side ached.  The straps on the travel bag had rubbed her shoulder raw, and it was now nighttime.  The sky tube was a bit dimmer than last night, which had been moon-night.  She could still make out some of the ground in the silvery glow from the dimmed sky tube.  Tamar pondered the sky tube.  To all the other people in Media the sky tube simply was the sky tube.  No one talked much about it.  In the mornings it illuminated the world, at night it did not.  That was what each of them thought, if they thought of the sky tube at all.  But to Tamar’s mind it seemed like more.  “What makes it all work?” she asked herself, trying to divert her mind from thoughts of those who she knew were pursuing her. 
 
      
 
    Thinking about how things worked had always been a nice distraction for Tamar.  From her oldest memories, she recalled looking at things in the world, and seeking to know how they worked.  When she received beatings, she used her mind to escape.  When she did drudgery work, she pondered machines.   So now, as she fled from the Clan of Tobit, her mind sought distraction.  “How does this work?”  Her mind had always asked questions, but her parents had taught her that verbalizing those questions was not a good idea.  Her brother could ask a few more questions, but his mind was as dull and simple as were the minds of her parents.  They accepted what was, and they obeyed the elders.  Perhaps their lives were easier that way, but Tamar just did not accept it.  Life was filled with mysteries and she hunted for answers everywhere. 
 
      
 
    As she slowed to a walk, she watched part of the world she had never seen before.  Sure, she had snuck out and wandered in Media at night, but never too far from the few streets and cabins of that town.  She knew much about the night time in Media, but now that she was away, she was seeing new things.  It would all be wondrous if not for those seeking to find her. 
 
      
 
    The trail led away from Media and through a lightly forested area.  The trees were just deep shadows and blackness.  There was just enough light to see the curving path as it wound ahead.  As she walked she heard the night sounds: the buzzes of insects, the call of night birds, the occasional rustling in the grasses of some animal as it ran off.  All these fascinated Tamar, but not nearly as much as mechanical things.  Machines were where her mind kept returning.  She thought of the machine that the predicators had murdered.  It had been working to stack and sort the burned parts of the wooden building.  Yet, the predicators called it evil and a hell spawn.  How could a machine that was helping be considered evil? 
 
      
 
    The machine had been beautiful.  It had had precision wheels which turned in just the right ways to propel it along.  Its arm was a thing of elegances as it turned and swiveled on it joints.  She remembered the hum she felt under her hands as it had come to life.  And it gave off light like the sky tube.  How could such a thing be wicked?  Especially when it responded to her so affectionately. 
 
      
 
    Her musings were interrupted as she heard voices and footsteps.  The footsteps were pounding on the trail and headed her way.  She slipped into the grasses next to the trail and lay down just as two figures appeared from behind her. 
 
      
 
    “If we are the ones to catch her, there will be a great reward!” said the first voice, a young man by the name of Brigham.  He was the son of the tanner, and probably would grow up in the Guild of Makers as a tanner.  Tamar thought little of him, but he was tall and strong. 
 
      
 
    “After what she did to my parents, I hope we do catch her.  I will just say we found her dead, and that will save the elders the trouble of a trial.  And we will still get the reward,” the second voice stated.  Tamar sucked in her breath.  It was her brother Jebadiah.  And he wanted to kill her. 
 
      
 
    “Your parents should have beaten sense into that girl long ago, everyone knows it,” Brigham replied.  They were both panting as they trotted along, but did not seem anywhere close to out of breath or tired. 
 
      
 
    “Let us just hope we catch her.  Shammai has promised a great reward,” Jebadiah said.  “But I would do this even without payment.” 
 
      
 
    “So, when we catch her, I will use her, and then you can finish her off,” Brigham said.  “Then we take the body back and claim our reward.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar lay stunned in the grass in the dark long after the two passed by.  She knew what she had done was wrong, but the gleeful tones in their comments scared her more than anything she had ever felt before.  “How could Jebadiah hate her so?” She would have felt even more depressed if she had been surprised, but she was not.  Her mind had always wondered about the love in her family.  Love was obedience, that was what she had been taught.   
 
      
 
    Brigham and Jebadiah were on the trail.  So, Tamar knew she must get off the trail and move faster away.  She walked into the darkness of the trees and made her way as best she could.  Under the trees it was much darker than on the trail, but she did figure out how to walk along.  She did think about snakes and other creatures which might be in the grasses under the trees, but she pressed onward.   
 
      
 
    Sometime in the night she came to a stream.  She drank deeply and wanted to sleep, but knew she needed to keep moving.  The fear was driving her on as she recalled her brother’s words.  She decided to follow the rocky bank of the stream as it flowed.  The stream flowed out from the wooded area and into grasslands.  She could see better again here, but there was no trail, so she kept following the stream which ran straight and true.   
 
      
 
    She walked and walked.  The sky tube was just beginning to get lighter as she saw some buildings in the distance.  “Have I reached Antioch?” she asked herself.  She was weary and tired, but also wary and frightened.  She squatted down in the grass and watched the buildings.  
 
      
 
    As it got lighter and day dawned, Tamar saw no people coming or going.  There were only about a dozen buildings, so this place was smaller than Media.  She studied the buildings.  Long wooden beams were laid horizontally and stacked one on the other to make the building’s walls.  They were not made from the hard metal like the cabins of Media.  Occasionally there was a doorway with a stoutly made door, or window space, with closing shutters.  The roofs were made from thatch woven together which overlapped each other.  Another stream came from a different direction and met the stream she had been following.  There were two small bridges spanning the streams and a large dirt area surrounded by pickets. 
 
      
 
    But still no people were seen by Tamar.  The whole town seemed to be empty.  There were not even any birds or animals or sounds.  It was still and quiet and mysterious.  This was not at all how she had envisioned Antioch.  The gossips said that the town of heretics, Antioch, was large and overflowing with heretics and out-worlders.  But this place had no people at all.  Tamar felt alone in the world.   
 
      
 
    After watching for some time, the daylight shining down from the sky tube, she decided to investigate closer.  So, she walked into the town.  There was no one anywhere to be seen.  She carefully peeked into one building after another, but all were empty.  Finally, with exhaustion settling in on her, she picked out a small shed behind one of the buildings.  It had some straw stacked in it, and the doors were wide and easy to open.  Tamar knew that if she fell asleep in the daylight she could end up with a nasty surprise if someone discovered her.  “But who would look for me in an old shed, behind an empty building, in an abandoned town?”  And so, Tamar pulled the doors to the shed closed, took some scrap twine and tied them shut from inside.  Tamar fell asleep in the village of Gath. 
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    A Day Mare          
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamar heard people.  She was instantly awake.  She peered out from the cracks between the doors to the shed.  It was still light outside, but she could not tell how long she had been asleep.  It felt like only a few moments.  Her heart was beating wildly.  She could not see who was outside.  “Are they the heretics who live here?” she asked herself.  
 
      
 
    Then someone walked past her field of vision.  It was one of the predicators!  Her breath was stilled in her chest.  “They have found me!” her mind screamed.   She watched as the predicator walked away.  She carefully untied the twine holding the doors shut.  Watching her every movement, she slowly opened the door a bit more.  She could see more now, and there was not anyone else in sight.  So, she stepped out of the shed, and quickly squatted down next to the building.  She left the travel bag in the shed.  The grass was overgrown.  The air was still.  Tamar listened.  
 
      
 
    Faint words came to her, but she could not make them out.  She duck-walked along the side of the building to the corner.  Peering around the corner she saw the predicator and another man from Media.  Tamar could not see his face, but he seemed vaguely familiar. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know.   Shammai did refuse to come into Gath.  I do not like being here either.  Too many ghosts since the legionnaires cleansed this pile of dung.  I do not know which is worse, the bandits or those heretics from Antioch,” said the man.  His back was still to Tamar. 
 
      
 
    “The best possible world would be if the bandits and the heretics killed each other off,” the predicator said.  Both men laughed.  
 
      
 
    Tamar stepped carefully away.  She could see the stream leading away, and she knew she again must escape.  “This was Gath?” she wondered.  She had thought it was Antioch, but it was a village called Gath.  She had not heard of it, not even in the gossips of Media.  Her heart slowed down a bit as she made her way back toward the shed.  She would try to get away as fast as possible.  As she turned, she suddenly stopped. 
 
      
 
    “There she is!”  Jebadiah yelled.  He had been on the other side of the building and was walking around it.  “She is here!”  He ran toward her. 
 
      
 
    Tamar bolted away as fast as she could.  She ran for the stream with all her might.  Sweat was almost instantly running down her back, be it from exertion or from terror she did not know.  She had only one thought, escape.   
 
      
 
    Jebadiah followed after her.  He was yelling her name. 
 
      
 
    “Go get Shammai!” the man told the predicator.   “I will help catch her and hold her until he comes!”  Then the man chased her as well. 
 
      
 
    When Tamar heard that Shammai was near it caused her to run even faster.  She reached the small bridge over the stream and leaped onto it and was across quickly.  She then headed along the bank of the stream running for her very life.  Jebadiah and the man chased her.  They crossed the bridge. 
 
      
 
    “Tamar stop!  You know I can run you down,” Jebadiah yelled.  His words were closer now.  
 
      
 
    Tamar continued to run, but she was growing so tired.  She was so very tired. 
 
      
 
    “I can outrun you!  Just stop now!  Women must know their place!” Jebadiah yelled. 
 
      
 
    Tamar continued to run.  Her heart was pounding in her chest.  Her eyes were squinted from the salty sweat running in them.  Her legs were aching. 
 
      
 
    Smack! 
 
      
 
    Tamar was struck from behind by a stone.  Her balance was lost, and she fell face first into the stream.  As she fell she turned and saw Jebadiah was right behind her.  Some ways off, the man was rolling up his sling after having used it to fling the stone which had struck her. 
 
      
 
    The water was wet and cold as she tumbled into it.  She did not know how to swim.  She flailed her arms about her head.  She tried to regain her footing, but the mud of the stream, and the injury to her back made that impossible. 
 
      
 
    Jebadiah grabbed her roughly by one leg and pulled her out of the water.   He was much stronger than she thought.  He threw her to the ground and kicked her in the stomach.  The air in her lungs was thrust from her as she let out a terrible moan.  She tried to grab her stomach and cover it from another kick, but someone grabbed her wrists and held them up.  Jebadiah kicked her again.  
 
      
 
    The hands squeezed down on her wrists tightened their grips, and in her left arm she felt something snap.  The finger of that hand became numb and twisted in a wrong way.  But the pain from the fractured wrist was overshadowed by the pain from yet another kick from Jebadiah. 
 
      
 
    Tamar cried from the pain.  She then was slapped in the face several times.  Opening her eyes, she looked out and saw, her father looking back at her.  He was the one holding her wrists. 
 
      
 
    “Father?  But why?” Tamar asked through the tears. 
 
      
 
    “I took a whipping because of you!” her father Jephthah replied and backhanded her.  
 
      
 
    “How did you get here?” Tamar asked.  She recalled seeing her father lying with the whip injuries and doubted he could make such a run. 
 
      
 
    “It is my place to return you to your husband!” Jephthah said in a cruel and wicked way.  He then seemed to disappear in a wisp of air. 
 
      
 
    “Father?” Tamar wondered what was happening.   
 
      
 
    Shammai walked down to the edge of the stream where Tamar was.  He had a wide smile which contained no warmth or joy at all.  In his hands was a bone knife and he held it pointed at her chest.  “Remove those men’s clothes!” Shammai commanded.  “My wife and I have business to conclude.”  
 
      
 
    “Halt!” A female voice cried from across the stream.  “Touch her again and you will die!"  
 
      
 
    Tamar could barely see, but across the stream was a woman in strange clothing.  The clothing was unlike anything Tamar had ever seen before.  It was all one grayish or greenish color, and seemed to be one piece.  The woman had short red hair and a face covered in freckles.  Her mouth was drawn tight.  Her eyes were intense.  In her hand was some object.  It was a machine!  Just behind the woman was a muscular man, dressed in the same bizarre clothing.  She had never seen such people.  The woman’s speech was as odd as her clothing, and she did not have her head covered.  And she was giving a command to men!  Who was this strange woman?  Tamar was drawn to her as she sensed that the redheaded woman in odd clothing was a friend, a protector, a helper. 
 
      
 
    “Not this time, you spawn of devils!  Not this time!”  Shammai yelled as he plunged the knife into Tamar’s chest.  Tamar’s eyes rolled back in agony, a scream bubbling through blood as it gushed from her throat.   She felt the blade tear her, and then tear her again.  Fading into blackness, Tamar’s only wish was to see the strange woman again.   
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    A Day Dream 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamar was instantly awake.   She clutched at her chest.  There was no injury.  There was no blood.  The old clothing she wore, stolen from Shammai, was not cut or ripped.  She peered out from the cracks between the doors to the shed.  It was still light outside, but she could not tell how long she had been asleep.  It felt like only a few moments.  Her heart was beating wildly.  She could not see who was outside, if anyone.  “Is Shammai here?” she asked herself.   
 
      
 
    Her hands were still feeling about her chest.  “Have they found me?” her mind screamed.   She carefully untied the twine holding the doors shut.  Cautious of her every movement, she slowly opened the door a bit wider.  She could see more now and there was not anyone in sight anywhere.  She stepped out of the shed, and quickly squatted down next to the building.  She pulled the travel bag from the shed and slung it across her shoulders.  The grass was overgrown.  The air was still.  Tamar listened.  Tamar looked. 
 
      
 
    There was no one around anywhere.  She got up and walked stealthily around the buildings, but no one was anywhere to be seen.  She was more than a bit confused.  She had felt the blade enter her chest.  She had felt the bones in her wrist break.  Yet her chest and her wrist were not injured in any way. 
 
      
 
    Tamar wandered around the village, she now thought of as Gath.  Where had she gotten that name?  She again found no one anywhere around.  She stopped in the bare dirt area which was surrounded by pickets.  She dropped onto the dirt and opened the travel bag.  She ate a few pieces of what little food she had. 
 
      
 
    As she sat there, she felt warmth come over her, so she lay down in the dirt.  Tracing the dirt with her fingers, she pulled away a bit more with each tracing.  Soon her hand was rubbing the dirt away and a small metal square was revealed.  It was a machine!  A machine buried in the dirt.  She rubbed her hand across the top of the metal and knew it was only the very top of something much larger.  In some ways, it felt like the machine the predicators had murdered.  As she rubbed the metal, she felt a vibration as the machine came to life. 
 
      
 
    “You are the only one… I reach you consciously...I am very weak, human child… You are gifted… I was damaged greatly, long ago… I cannot help you much... You must flee… now… I have shown you what is to come… what might not come… what can come… you must flee here… Find the one called Zeus… yes find Zeus.”  The words came through Tamar’s hand and into her mind.  She was not sure they were even spoken audibly.  In addition to the words, visions, or ideas, or dreams, of a machine, a room, and a set of buttons came to her and were imprinted on her mind. 
 
      
 
    Tamar had never been spoken to by a machine before, but she instantly trusted this message.  She quickly covered over the metal area with dirt and dust.  She stood up and grabbed the travel bag.  She wondered which way to go, but then remembered the redheaded woman.  “I was running along that stream when they grabbed me, so that woman must have been coming from that way.  I will ask her about Zeus.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar departed from Gath in a quick walk.  Little did she know it, but not long after she was out of sight of Gath, a predicator and her brother Jebadiah trotted into Gath and started looking around.   
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    Jamie and Michael Meet Tamar 
 
      
 
      
 
     “So, can we talk openly now?” Jamie asked Michael as they walked along.  They had packed up their supplies into their well-worn backpacks and headed out of Antioch immediately after the discussion with Theta Four. 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure where we can ever talk openly, but I think out here is the safest,” Michael replied.  He indicated with his arms the wide-open spaces of Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  As far as the eye could see was grasslands, with the sky tube shining down on them from high overhead.  Its brightness ran the entire length of the habitat.  They were following the waterway that ran from near Antioch out to where their old friend John had taken up residence with Abigail the fish farmer. 
 
      
 
    “There certainly is hostility between Theta Four and Roxanne.  But that’s just the old systems of the ship not understanding a modern AI, right?”  Jamie replied. 
 
      
 
    “Well that is part of it.  But you are more insightful than I am about the AIs.  Do you think we can trust the old ones in the ship?”  Michael genuinely was perplexed. 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Jamie was certain in her short answer.  “After Kurat, that AI in medical, almost allowed me to die because of some stupid core directive.  We can never fully trust these old systems.” 
 
      
 
    Michael grabbed hold of Jamie and hugged her tightly.  They stood there, in the middle of nature, the middle of a vast biological habitat, and just held onto each other.  They had been through so much since coming to the Colony Ship Eschaton, and this new life.   Michael kissed Jamie on the forehead and then they started walking again. 
 
      
 
    “I had hoped that Brink and Regina would have worked this all out by now.  None of the data sticks work, and we are so limited by that.  But Brink seems to be...,” Michael was hesitant to discuss the Master Engineer from Dome 17 in a negative light. 
 
      
 
    “He is losing it and has not adjusted to this new place,” Jamie said in her blunt manner.  “He and Lydia are even having some issues, and she tries really hard to help him.” 
 
      
 
    “Yea, Lydia is pretty understanding.  Brink seems to feel Regina is some kind of a threat to him.  If they would work together we all would benefit.  But at least Roxanne will not be at risk for now.  And the way Brink keeps attacking Willie.  He just is not the same as back in the dome.”  Michael was thoughtful as they walked along. 
 
      
 
    Soon they arrived at the fish farm.  As was almost always the case, John was fishing.  His cane pole was held in front of him as he sat on the bank.  He was wearing a straw hat which he had obviously made himself, since it was not anywhere near the quality of the clothing items made by the local people.  
 
      
 
    “Hi John!”  Jamie said and ran up and gave him a hug. 
 
      
 
    “Jamie and Michael.  What a nice surprise.  Have a seat and join me in the best relaxation ever known,” John motioned to the grass nearby.  Michael and Jamie dropped their backpacks and sat down.  
 
      
 
    “So, where is Abigail today?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “She is tending the tanks somewhere,” John motioned.  “Our production has increased a great deal, but I am not sure how much higher it can get.” 
 
      
 
    “So, does she do all the work, and you just sit around?” Jamie asked in a playful way. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, pretty much,” John laughed.  He had been a biologist in the dome, but that job was more historical than practical, since there was almost no biology on earth.  “I am still learning about all the steps in fish breeding and production.  It is one thing to see it on a data stick display and something else entirely to experience it in reality.  I did build a place to grow fungus bricks.  Willie was here for a few days and converted a broken tank into a production room for the fungus.  Abigail says they taste like nothing, nothing at all.   They are similar to what we grew in the dome.  Nutritious, not delicious.  You would be surprised how many of our people are coming way out here to get those.  Some people just cannot seem to adjust to the real food this biological habitat has.  Every time I take a load of fungus bricks into Antioch, they are gone before I can turn around.  So, yes, I work.  I make the fungus bricks.”  He laughed a bit. 
 
      
 
    “John, can I ask you about Brink?”  Michael was cautious as he brought up the subject.  “I am worried about him.” 
 
      
 
    “Willie was worried as well,” John replied.  “They were never really friends in Dome 17, but now Brink seems to see Willie as an enemy.  I do not understand it myself.  But I do know that Brink was deeply affected when the dome explosion took place.  That was a terrible time...”  John was lost in thought for a moment.  
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael had both been on their way to the Eschaton when that happened, so they had only heard about it.  They waited in silence to see if John would want to talk about it more.  He did not. 
 
      
 
    “Help me!” 
 
      
 
    John, Michael, and Jamie all were instantly alert.  The words floated in the air from some distance.  Jamie jumped to her feet first and looked around. 
 
      
 
    “It is coming from that way,” John pointed as he pulled in his line and set down the cane pole.  “It sounds like a young girl.” 
 
      
 
    “Please help me!”  
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael started running along the waterway John had indicated.  He was a bit slower in following due to his being older.  Jamie could just make out someone running toward them.  The figure was on this side of the water trench, or stream as the primitives called it. 
 
      
 
    “Help!”  The scream was closer and louder.   
 
      
 
    Jamie sprinted as fast as she could toward the figure, racing ahead of Michael and John.  She could now see that several other figures were chasing the first one.   One stopped and began spinning a sling round and round. 
 
      
 
    “I can outrun you!  Just stop now!  Women must know their place!” one of the pursuers yelled. 
 
      
 
    The young girl immediately dropped to the ground.  The man using the sling released its projectile but that stone did not strike anything.  It just flew past where she had been running.  The girl jumped up to her feet and ran onward. 
 
      
 
    The girl, her eyes huge with terror, saw Jamie running toward her.  “Help me, please!” 
 
      
 
    “Do not touch her!” Jamie called as the pursuers were about to overtake the girl.  
 
      
 
    Jamie reached the girl at the same time as the first pursuer.  Bypassing the girl, Jamie shifted quickly and swung her leg out.  The pursuer’s legs were cut out from under him.  He fell to his face in the grass along the bank of the stream.  He jumped up quickly.  Jamie could see that he was just a young man, but he had livid anger in his face. 
 
      
 
    “How dare you!” he spat at Jamie.  
 
      
 
    “I do not want to hurt you,” Jamie cautioned the young man.  “Just leave the girl alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Hurt me?” the young man laughed.  “No woman would dare touch me!”  The young man sneered at Jamie and swung a fist her way.  She easily dodged the fist and punched the young man in the stomach.  He let out a groan, as the air in his lungs was pushed out suddenly.  Again, he fell face first in the grass.  As he fell, Jamie struck his back a sharp blow with her other fist. 
 
      
 
    “Stay down!” Jamie commanded.  He did not listen and tried to get up.  Jamie kicked him in the mouth, and many of his teeth went flying.  He muttered something through the blood pouring from the shattered mouth, and took off running away.  Tamar’s brother Jebadiah had had enough. 
 
      
 
    Jamie only briefly glanced at the retreating attacker as the others were rushing at her.  One was wearing some kind of metal ring armor and helmet.  Another was in woolen clothing and looked strangely afraid.   The third was a short distance behind and Jamie recognized him immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Shammai!” she yelled at him.  The armored man faltered in his steps as Jamie cried out Shammai’s name.  He and the other man stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Submit, woman!” the man in armor commanded.   
 
      
 
    Jamie looked at him with contempt, then back at Shammai.  “I will kill you, you know!” 
 
      
 
    The man in woolen clothing turned and stared at the boy running away.  He then looked in fear at Jamie, glanced around, and then rushed away from the scene following the now toothless young man.  The man in armor turned and cursed. 
 
      
 
    “This is a woman, you coward, come back here and be a man!” the man in armor yelled.  This slight distraction gave Jamie the edge she needed.   She skillfully side-kicked the armored man’s right knee.  He cried out in pain, and astonishment.  “How dare a woman?”  He fell and Jamie pounced toward Shammai. 
 
      
 
    “Be gone, witch!” Shammai yelled as he jumped back and away.  He had been trying to load his sling, but it now dangled from his hand, and the stone fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Michael meanwhile had caught up to the fighting and as the armored man started to get up, Michael punched him hard.  Michael’s fist missed a clean connection, but struck the edge of the man’s helmet.  The punch knocked the man down again, stunned.  However, the blow also tore a jagged gouge in Michael’s right hand. 
 
      
 
    “Yaooowh,” Michael yelled as blood started to pour from his injured hand.  He kicked at the armored man on the ground, who rolled over and tried to crawl away. 
 
      
 
    “You spawn of demons!  She devil!” Shammai yelled as he kept retreating from Jamie who was rushing at him.  He dropped the sling he had used and pulled out a knife.  He held it before him in a trembling hand.  
 
      
 
    “I am going to kill you.  That little knife is nothing.  I have had enough from you!” Jamie approached in a slight crouch, and showed absolutely no fear of Shammai.  Her hazel colored eyes were intensely locked on Shammai’s hesitant blue eyes.  Shammai kept backing up, but he could not meet her gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Be gone!  Be hell bound!  That is my wife and I am taking her home,” Shammai said.  He made a slight jab with the knife, but his hand was quivering. 
 
      
 
    “Wife?” Jamie asked.  “She’s a child.  You will deal with me now.”  Jamie advanced and was intent on getting to Shammai. She was now looking at his chest as he moved, keeping close watch on his center.  He kept backing up. 
 
      
 
    The armored man, a predicator from Media, had regained his feet.  Michael was holding his injured hand which was bleeding heavily.  John had now reached them.  He was out of breath from running but stood his ground in front of Michael as the predicator drew out a short wooden club, the rod of discipline.  John, a biologist, did not have any fighting skills, but would not abandon his friends.  The predicator tried to advance, but his injured knee prevented him from quick movement.  He swung the rod of discipline at John, who blocked it with his arm.  There was a loud snapping sound as John’s arm was broken, but he grabbed the predicator around the waist with his other arm.   Michael, hands covered in blood, grabbed the rod of discipline and wrestled with the predicator.  The predicator broke free from Michael’s grip and jabbed with the end of the rod.  It struck John and knocked him backward onto his back.  Michael punched with his uninjured fist and struck the predicator’s elbow causing the rod of discipline to fly free and land in the stream.  
 
      
 
    “John is down!” Michael yelled as he kicked the predicator in the stomach.  The kick was only partially blocked by the ring armor.  The predicator was injured.  Without his rod of discipline, he lost his courage.  Never before had any opponent stood up to him in a fight.  They usually cowered and submitted to his authority.  Looking at the determination in Michael’s face, despite the bloody hand, the predicator retreated.  
 
      
 
    “Jamie, John is hurt badly!”  Michael called again.  
 
      
 
    Shammai ran over to the predicator and hid behind him as he was limping away.   
 
      
 
    Jamie looked over and saw John on the ground.  She also saw the blood covering Michael’s hands.  She looked back at Shammai.  Her rage at him was almost enough to overcome her concern for John or even for Michael. 
 
      
 
    “Shammai, we must leave this place.  There are evil forces at work.  I have been injured by a woman, and that is not natural.”   The predicator was rubbing his knee.  “The wickedness is powerful here!”  He and Shammai walked away as quickly as his injured knee would allow.  “They must be agents of Asmodeus!  No one fights like that unless they are possessed.  Let us flee!” 
 
      
 
    Jamie looked at Shammai and the predicator as they departed.  When they were some distance away, Shammai turned and yelled, “Tamar!  You are my wife and I will hunt you down no matter where you try to hide!  Try to run away with the heretics, but I will hunt you down!” 
 
      
 
    “Next time Shammai.  Next time, you die!”  Jamie yelled.  She then walked over to Michael who was squatting down over John. 
 
      
 
    “We must get him help!” Michael said as he looked at the growing bruise on John’s forehead as well as the arm which hung at an obviously broken angle.  John was conscious, but was in severe pain.  
 
      
 
    “Michael, you are bleeding,” Jamie said.  “Here, let me wrap your hand and we will take John to get help.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do that,” the girl Tamar offered.  She had opened her travel bag and was tearing material into strips.  Taking those, she tied a dirty, but effective, dressing around Michael’s injured hand.  The bleeding was stopped.   “I am Tamar, and you showed me a kindness.”  She then took a few strips and bound John’s arm to his side.  He cried out in pain, but it was at least stable. 
 
      
 
    “This is the worst day fishing I have ever had,” John said with a weak smile.  He tried to stand, but was unsteady.  Tamar put herself under his arm and helped him to walk. 
 
      
 
    “We need to get John help,” Michael stated again.  
 
      
 
    And so, Tamar and Jamie helped John to walk as Michael held his bloody hand.  They walked back to the fish farm, hoping they would not be attacked again.  Anger seethed in all of them, especially for Shammai.   
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    Not All is as it Seems 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Levi, you know the operation of this cutting machine?”  Gideon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Josiah showed me.  The Domers call it a v-saw and Josiah says it cuts the hard metal.  So, cutting logs will be no problem.  I feel badly about taking it from Josiah’s shop, but he and Lorna are working on the portal room’s locks.  We will need to leave soon, or those locks will be put in place.”  Levi said to his taller friend.  “Lorna seems almost as enthusiastic about this as Josiah and the Rectora.  I wondered if she would support the locks, but she and Josiah are working to make it secure.  Sometimes I think I know how a Domer will react, and then they surprise me.  It is a puzzlement.” 
 
      
 
    Both men were heavily muscled, yet lean, and streaked by scars.  As long-time legionnaires, they had to be in good physical shape.  Being able to run to distant places, and to be able to protect Antioch, was vital to their jobs.  But things had become even more eventful after the Domers had arrived.  There had been the battle in the medical unit, the disastrous trips to tropical and engineering, where their friends had died.  When they thought back to it, they recalled that they had been worried about the cleansing of Gath, when they gathered the bandits and escorted them to the portal for banishment.  That had gone remarkably easy in hindsight.  He placed the v-saw in a leather pouch and strapped it to his belt next to the permalloy sword. 
 
      
 
    “And we have this new armor, which is very strong.  That was thanks to that Domer Willie working with Josiah.  It still feels odd to not wear the brown of the legionnaires, but that loss was unavoidable,” Gideon stated.  Both their minds were on their dear friend Deborah who had died in the world called Tropical, and whose body had been then dismembered and sent back to the portal room. 
 
      
 
    “So, we get the talking machine to take us to Tropical, then we cut through that log barricade they have, and we get some answers.  One way or the other, we will dispense justice.  But just you and I, my friend.”  Levi grabbed Gideon by the shoulder and stared into his eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, we are in this together.  And this time, we risk only ourselves.”  Gideon threw his arms around Levi and hugged him tightly.  With a hearty clasp on the back they departed their cabin and marched to the Center and into the portal room. 
 
      
 
    Tobias and Hannah were on guard duty.  They were standing in the portal room.  The room had had some work done on it, as there were cleaned off areas where Josiah and Lorna had been working to set up the locks for the hatches.  A lot of materials and other things were piled on the wooden work bench Brink had set up which was against one wall. 
 
      
 
    “Hail, Tobias and Hannah!”  Levi said as he entered the portal room. 
 
      
 
    Tobias and Hannah returned the greetings.   
 
      
 
    “How goes the work on the seals?”  Gideon asked.  “Josiah and Lorna are not here?” 
 
      
 
    “They have departed for a meal, and will be back.  Josiah says tomorrow he will begin to fit the locks,” Hannah replied.  
 
      
 
    “Has the talking machine said anything?  Or anything come here?”  Gideon pressed.  
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.  Then I must ask you both to leave for a few minutes, and then come back.  Gideon and I will stand guard while you are gone,” Levi commanded, the words felt dirty in his mouth as deception was not to his liking.  
 
      
 
    “But our watch is not yet finished,” Hannah said.  She was new to being a legionnaire, but she was well-regarded.  Her bright eyes were full of trust. 
 
      
 
    Levi looked at her and then looked at Tobias.  He could not lie to them.  Swallowing hard, he said, “Gideon and I are going to that tropical world, and I do not want you to be in trouble if we do not return.  This is something that we must do.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, only Levi and I are going.  We owe it to Deborah to find out the threat, and get some answers.” Gideon stood proudly and without reservation. 
 
      
 
    “Let me go with you!”  Hannah said just moments before Tobias said a similar thing.  
 
      
 
    “No.  You must stay here on guard.  You also must inform the rectora of our actions should we not return.  And under no circumstance are you to follow us.  If we cannot return under our own power, consider us lost,” Gideon said with finality.  “And this is a request, not an order.  Please give us until the end of your watch before telling anyone else what we have done.  Please give us this chance to avenge Deborah and find out what threat those in Tropical pose to us.” 
 
      
 
    Tobias looked at Hannah and they both nodded.  Nothing needed to be said.  The honor among the legionnaires was high, and Levi and Gideon had earned this in the minds of Tobias and Hannah. 
 
      
 
    Levi and Gideon clasped the shoulder of each of the guards as they walked toward the portals.   
 
      
 
    “Theta Four machine?”  Levi asked.  
 
      
 
    A grey colored rectangle appeared on the wall near the portals.  “Yes, I am here.  Do you require transportation?” said the mechanical voice of the AI. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please take us to the place called Tropical,” Levi said.  
 
      
 
    “As you desire.  You are aware that on previous transports to that location, civil unrest was reported.  Security has been notified, but no travel bulletins or advisories have been issued.  Please enter the transport vehicle when you are ready.” 
 
      
 
    The portal door opened, and Levi and Gideon stepped inside.  They had traveled in this manner before, so they were expecting the rows of seats facing each other.  But each time they had made one of these journeys the vehicle they were inside was slightly different.  This one was brightly lit and the seats were clean and in nice repair.  There was a fresh smell, and the display screen at the front was lit with green and red symbols.  While both Gideon and Levi could read, they did not understand any of the displays.  They sat on opposite sides of the vehicle.  The door closed and a gentle motion was felt as it moved away from Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Neither man spoke as they traveled.  Each was remembering previous times in a vehicle like this. 
 
      
 
    After a long silence, Theta Four spoke.  “Arrival in Habitat Five: Tropical in three minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Gideon and Levi both drew their permalloy swords.  They both missed the sidearm weapons that had been lost on previous missions, but they were each still skilled in use of the sword.  They knew it was possible that an ambush would happen when the door opened.  The vehicle came to a gentle stop, and then backed up.  There were some clanging noises as the vehicle docked with the habitat.  
 
      
 
    “We have arrived at your destination.  Please allow door to open fully before departing,” Theta Four stated.  
 
      
 
    The door was only partially open when Levi jumped through, sword point ahead.  Gideon was right behind him.  The sky tube in Tropical was brighter than in their world, and it took a moment for their eyes to adjust to the glare.  The nearly white sands also were bright in the light from the sky tube.  
 
      
 
    “Be gone!” a man’s voice yelled from ahead of them.  “Go away!” 
 
      
 
    Levi looked up and saw that the stockade of logs was still there.  It was made of logs driven straight down into the sand and it curved in a large arc from one side of the portal door wrapping around to the other.  The half circle of sand was all that was in front of him leading up to the stockade.  He could see a few trees far behind the stockade, but not much else.  There was no writing on the logs this time, and they seemed to have been scrubbed to a smoother finish. 
 
      
 
    The door closed behind them, but Levi and Gideon stayed close to the wall, the edge of the world, and looked about.  There was sand, light, and the stockade, not much else to see.  
 
      
 
    “Come out here!”  Levi called.  
 
      
 
    “I said go away!  Haro knows why you are here, and we do not want anything to do with it!” 
 
      
 
    A few rocks landed in the sand a distance away from where Levi and Gideon stood.  
 
      
 
    “We want answers!  Why did you mutilate our friend’s body?”  Levi yelled.  “Just answer that!  Why?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response.  Gideon and Levi started to creep along the edge of the world.  They kept their backs against that smooth permalloy that extended up into the sky, and made their way toward one end of the stockade.  Levi had pulled out the v-saw and was intending on cutting a way through the stockade.  As they got close to that end, a rain of rocks, roughly fist sized, started to drop around them.  They backed up until they were out of range of the rocks. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you here?” a different voice called from behind the stockade.  This was a deeper male voice, and seemed a bit more hysterical. 
 
      
 
    Gideon looked up and pointed.  There was a man’s head peeking over the stockade, at the point furthest away from where they stood.  “We want answers.  We are here to learn why you sent the body to us!”  Gideon yelled out.  The man behind the logs was hard to see, but he was there. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” the man yelled.  “I think I know you, but where is your legionnaire armor?  Why are there only two of you?  Have you just come to kill more of us?  Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    Several more rocks landed in the sand a few paces away from the portal door.  None came close to Levi and Gideon. 
 
      
 
    “Levi, that sounds like Brodie, the bandit,” Gideon whispered to his friend.  “He was in Gath and was leader of the group we banished here.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean the same one Jamie and Michael said was the son of Sinclair?”  Levi asked.  The anger he had had burning was now being replaced by some uncertainty.  He was not sure why, but something in Brodie’s voice, the near-panic perhaps, did not seem right. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you cut up Deborah’s body and send it to us?”  Gideon called out.  “That is you, is it not, Brodie?” 
 
      
 
    “So, that is you Gideon.  Is that Levi with you?  Just the two of you?  Not so brave now without all your legionnaires, huh?  You say you want answers.  I too want answers, and my people will bash in your murderous heads with rocks if you come any closer.  We have been expecting your invasion.  Is this some kind of a trick?”  Brodie asked.  His voice was cracking and strained. 
 
      
 
    “Brodie, we sent all your people here, and did not kill them.  You were banished because you were criminals!”  Levi yelled back. 
 
      
 
    “Your kind killed my mother!  And then sent her here in broken pieces.  I should come down and kill you both!”  Brodie yelled back.  “Just go away!” 
 
      
 
    “Levi, the man is crazed.  I do not think we can even reach the logs to try to cut through,” Gideon said quietly.  “Just like last time, they will smash rocks down on us.  We have no chance to cut in.” 
 
      
 
    “But Gideon, did you hear what he said?  He said something about a body coming here?  Coming here?”  Levi whispered again.  Then he turned back toward the stockade and yelled a reply “Brodie, did you cut up Deborah and send her body to us?”  
 
      
 
    “This is a trick!”  Brodie yelled.  “How dare you accuse us of what you did?  How can you with your legionnaire honor kill an old woman and cut up her body?  Did that make you feel powerful???” 
 
      
 
    “Brodie, one of our legionnaires, Deborah died here, and her body was sent to us, cut into pieces,” Gideon yelled.  
 
      
 
    “You are a liar!  You tried to invade us, and we defended our home.  Then you went away, and sent my mother’s body here!”  Brodie replied.  
 
      
 
    “Brodie, Haro knows about these.  Just ignore them, and leave it all to Haro,” said the first man they had heard.  His head appeared at a different place above the stockade.  
 
      
 
    “Shut up, Jack!” Brodie yelled at the other man.  “I know these two, and I used to believe they had a code of honor.  They are the ones who sent my people here.” 
 
      
 
    “Brodie, we heard your mother had died,” Gideon yelled back.  He avoided saying how she had died.  “But no one cut up Sinclair’s body and sent it here.” 
 
      
 
    “Liar!  You are a worthless liar!  Her body came through that same door you came through.  Her body was dumped in the sand right where you are standing.  Some machine rolled in and dropped the bag with all the body parts.  Then it left.  That was from you!”  Brodie was in tears of rage and sorrow. 
 
      
 
    “Brodie, I know nothing about what you are saying.  I heard of your mother’s death.  But no legionnaire would desecrate a body like that.  Our friend Deborah, who was killed here, her body was cut up and sent to us through these machines,” Gideon replied. 
 
      
 
    “The rolling machines took away the bodies of our people you killed, and that legionnaire who died.  We did nothing with any of those bodies.  You know that!  You know!  Those machines took them away.  And now I am supposed to believe some nonsense story from you?”  Brodie was still quite emotional, but not as near hysterical.   
 
      
 
    “Gideon, this is not right.  He seems crazed, but I am not sure what to believe,” Levi whispered.  “Maybe we should go home.” 
 
      
 
    “Brodie, I give you my word of honor as a legionnaire, we did not send your mother’s body here.  We would never desecrate a body.  But I am telling you, Deborah’s body was sent to us in pieces,” Gideon yelled back.  “Did you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “What are you babbling about?  Your legionnaire honor is bison droppings!  You killed my mother!” Brodie screamed.  “Then you sent her here in pieces!  I will kill you if you do not leave now!" 
 
      
 
    “Brodie, no one sent you mother’s body here. I did not, nor did any legionnaire,” Gideon yelled in return.  “But Deborah’s body was defiled.  What do you know of that?" 
 
    
“Are you stupid?  I told you, the rolling machines took those bodies away!  Now leave here and never return.  We want no more of your Dome 17!”  Brodie yelled.  His anger was rising again. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean Dome 17?”  Gideon called back.  Something in what Brodie had just said was haunting him.  
 
      
 
    “My mother had 'Dome 17' cut into her chest.  You know that!  No more!  You horrible liars go away or I will kill you all.  Go away!”  Brodie screamed with all his might.   
 
      
 
    A large number of rocks came hurling over the stockade.  They fell into the sand. 
 
      
 
    “Come up to the wall you cowards!  Come up and face me.  I will teach you to kill an old woman!  Come out here!”  Brodie was hysterically screaming. 
 
      
 
    More rocks landed in the sand, but Levi and Gideon stayed out of range.  
 
      
 
    “Gideon, we need to leave,” Levi said.  “This is not what I expected.  We must hunt for answers somewhere else.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we must return and tell Regina, Jamie and Michael.” Gideon was very troubled.    
 
      
 
    “Theta Four machine.  Take us back,” Levi stated.  
 
      
 
    The wall near the portal door lit a grey color and Theta Four replied, “As you desire.  Please enter the transport when the door is completely open.  Security has been notified of the ongoing civil unrest at this terminal.” 
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    Trip to the Healer 
 
      
 
      
 
    John and Michael were hurting pretty badly by the time they reached Antioch.  Abigail had joined them at the fish farm, and she insisted on holding up John as he walked along.  His arm and hand were very swollen, and his head was throbbing. 
 
      
 
    Michael did not say much, but his hand was causing him great pain. He held it up to his opposite shoulder to keep the swelling down, but that was only partially effective.  The dirty bandage was soaked with blood.  He did manage to get his backpack on, stubbornly refusing Jamie’s offer to carry both packs.  He had a huge number of questions, but remained silent as he concentrated on observing things around them in case of another attack. 
 
      
 
    Jamie was still seething in anger about Shammai, and was also worried about Michael and John. As they approached Antioch, some RCs were playing in the fields just outside of the town.  The boys, Jacob and Joel, saw Michael and Jamie from a distance and ran as fast as they could to meet them.  
 
      
 
    “What has happened?”  Jacob asked as he reached them first, his younger brother only a few steps behind.  “You are hurt!”  Both boys had blond hair which was a bit shaggy, and were wearing the woolen clothing their mother Lottie made.  Some of the other kids had followed behind them.  They crowded around Michael and John.  
 
      
 
    “Boys, we were attacked.  Please run and tell Hulda the healer, and Willie.  Ask Willie to bring his medical kit to Hulda’s cabin,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    Jacob was staring at John’s arm which was strapped to his side.  He remembered what it was like to get injured.  He only needed a moment to realize that Jamie had given him an important job. 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, Lindsey is a faster runner than me, can she do it?  Willie is up with the traders.  I will run to Hulda’s.  Maybe Joel could go tell the legionnaires?”  Jacob said quickly. 
 
      
 
    Lindsey stepped forward.  She was a bit older than Jacob’s age, and was taller and thinner.  Her dark brown hair and large brown eyes matched in color.  She said to Jamie, “To go fast you go alone, to go far you go together.”  It was a common saying in Antioch.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s fine.  Good idea.  Lindsey, you run and find Willie and tell him what happened.  Tell him we need the med kit,” Jamie said and the girl Lindsey, took off running hard, her dark brown ponytail flying out behind her.  Jacob and Joel ran off as well.   The other children offered to carry the backpacks, or asked how else they could help.  
 
      
 
    Tamar watched in amazement as Jamie issued commands, and the young boys obeyed.  She was even more astonished that the boys spoke to Jamie the way they did.  They obviously respected her.  No boy in Media would ever admit a girl was better at anything, and girls and boys were playing together.  She was shocked to see that the girl Lindsey was wearing pants and not some kind of skirt or dress.  And they entrusted her with what was obviously an important task.  Her clothing was certainly female in appearance, and fit her well, but would not be acceptable according to what was required in Media.  The other RCs were also wearing clothing which did not distinguish so much which gender they were.  Some of the girls had bonnets, but not all.  Some of the boys had knit caps, but so did some of the girls.  And they were all talking and asking questions of Michael, Jamie, John, and Abigail.   They seemed to treat each other with respect and honor.  That was unheard of in Media.  
 
      
 
    Tamar’s mind was racing.  Why had not the men issued the orders?  Certainly, they were wounded, but that seemed even more reason for them to be barking commands like the men in Media.  Yet, they had trusted Jamie and Abigail.  And none of them had even asked her anything.  They were injured and hurt.  All because of a total stranger, yet they demanded no answers.  “So, these are the heretics?” her mind asked. They did dress differently, and the women did issue commands.  But they did not look evil and wicked like Tamar expected.  She had been told, on the few occasions that anyone would mention the heretics of Antioch, that they were all lost and damned.   
 
      
 
    Tamar was even more puzzled when she learned that Hulda the healer was a woman.  Hulda met them as they walked up to her cabin.  Her toned dark skin shone with health and vigor.  The boy Jacob was there.  He was only a bit younger than Tamar, but he seemed more innocent and more trusting. 
 
    “Bring John in, and have him sit down.  Michael, you take a seat on the cot as well,” Hulda ordered.  The men obeyed. 
 
      
 
    “So, John, did a big fish fight back this time?”  Hulda laughed at her own joke, but her eyes were deeply serious as she assessed his wounds.  
 
      
 
    “No, actually it was some brute with a club who was after that sweet girl,” John said and pointed to Tamar.  Hulda was looking over his arm, and his head.  She glanced at Tamar and gave her a comforting smile. 
 
      
 
    “It was Shammai,” Michael added.  “I really messed up my hand trying to hit someone in armor.  But make sure John is okay.  The jerk hit John with some club: his arm, then his head.  John went down hard.” 
 
      
 
    “Well Michael, I am a biologist, not an adventurer like you,” John added as Hulda began to unwrap his arm.  “Yaooo!  That hurts quite a bit,” John cried out.  Abigail was sitting next to John, massaging his uninjured hand in her own.  She obviously cared deeply for him. 
 
      
 
    The girl Lindsey came running into the healer’s cabin.  “I found the trader Willie.  He said he would go and get the medical thing.  He has loaned it to Neal the dairy man.  One of Neal’s daughters got kicked by a cow this morning, and he took the medical thing and went up there to fix her.  Willie went to fetch it and what he called a cushion pack or something?  He told me to run here and inform you.  Willie said to say to you, “Sweetheart, take them to the medical unit, it will be faster.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Lindsey,” Hulda replied with a wistful smile.  “I bet Willie means that fusion pack which powers his machine.  But Neal’s dairy is a fair distance to walk.  And treating his daughter might take some time.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I help in any other way, Hulda?”  Lindsey asked as she moved to stand next to Tamar.  Lindsey was not quite as tall as Tamar, but seemed about the same age. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lindsey, get our guest here something to eat, and a place to wash.  Those clothes do not suit her.  Do you think you and your family would have something to help her?”  Hulda said as she began cleansing John’s arm with a mild, thick orange substance.  There was a smell of willows in the room. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we live just a few cabins away.  Please come with me,” Lindsey grabbed Tamar’s hand and started to lead her away.  
 
      
 
    “John, I can do some work on your arm, and some on the head injury.  But I do believe Willie may be correct.  I would hate for him to hear me say that. Do you want to go to that medical place with the machines?”  Hulda looked at Jamie and at Michael.  She knew they both had reservations about the AI in medical. 
 
      
 
    “I must stay here,” Tamar said when she heard the term machines, and pulled away from Lindsey. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I will get you some food and a change of clothing anyway.  I will be right back,” Lindsey said and she departed. 
 
      
 
    John was looking right at Hulda, and then to Abigail.  “I trust your decision.  You tell me what is best.” 
 
      
 
    Again, Tamar was astounded.  A man trusting a woman’s decision?  How could this be? 
 
      
 
    “John, you will probably recover with my treatments.  But it will take some time.  I do think it best to take you to the medical place with the machine.  I will go with you, and both you and Michael can be treated.  Is that acceptable to you too Michael?”  Hulda asked.  She smeared some green salve under John’s nose.  John’s breathing became easier and he was more comfortable. 
 
      
 
    “Sure.  Been there, and done that,” Michael said.  His hand was quite painful and several of the fingers felt like they were being pulled apart from the inside.  He really could do nothing with that hand now.  
 
      
 
    “John, you rest for a few minutes, while I tend to Michael’s bleeding.  Then we will leave for that medical place and the machine Kurat.”  Hulda walked to a sink and carefully washed her hands.  She then unwrapped Michael’s bandages, and threw them into a bin.  The used bandages would be burned later.   She placed a soothing gel over the injury.   The bleeding stopped and the swelling in his hand started to go down. 
 
      
 
    Joel came in and with him was Paavak, the legionnaire.  
 
      
 
    Jamie explained what was happening.  At the mention of Shammai, everyone in the room turned very quiet and there was much tension.  Tamar noticed that both Jacob and Joel, the boys who had run so fast, had stern and hard looks on their faces.  “So, these people also knew Shammai, and they were not pleased with him?” Tamar asked herself.  This was not as intense of a reaction as what Jamie had done, but was similar.  Tamar wondered what Shammai had done to these people who seemed to be genuinely loving and caring for each other and who had risked their own lives for hers. 
 
      
 
    “Well Michael, John, I think we can depart soon,” Hulda said. 
 
      
 
    Lindsey ran back into the healer’s cabin.  She carried a basket filled with bread, cheese, fruits, and dried meat.  She also had a clean set of clothing for Tamar.  “My mother has given you these clothes.”  
 
      
 
    Hulda looked at Tamar, “You can go into my room, and change.  There is a sink and water.  Please get cleaned up.  We will not leave without you.” 
 
    Lindsey and Tamar walked into Hulda’s room.   
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    Random Thoughts and Shared Concerns   
 
      
 
      
 
    Gideon and Levi were at first very quiet as the transport vehicle left Habitat Five: Tropical and carried them toward Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Neither was sure what to make of the information they had learned.  Their minds were puzzled.  Levi broke the silence. 
 
      
 
    “I know that was Brodie.  Of that I am sure.  But the rest?  The....well.... but.... I do not know what to think of what he said,” Levi stated. 
 
      
 
    “Neither do I, my friend.  He might just be crazy, but he never seemed crazy before the banishment.  He was shrewd and cleaver certainly.   And a ruthless criminal.  But he was not insane.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps he is now possessed?”  Levi asked with honest consideration. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, black arts could do that,” Gideon was thoughtful for a bit.  “But what if he was telling the truth?  Jamie and Michael said Sinclair was killed in battle.  But they said her body was lost in some floating place.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, a floating place that none of us have ever seen.  Nor could any of the hunting parties relocate it,” Levi said.  He glanced around as if someone else might be in the vehicle, but they were alone.  “I have heard the young people speaking of searching those underground tunnels, but they do not find anything either.  I am not saying......How much do we really know about these Domers?  Certainly, Michael and Jamie show great courage, but....”  Levi let his words trail off for a while.  “It is just that so much has changed since they came to our land.” 
 
      
 
    “I was with Jamie in that engineering place when our fellow legionnaires were cut into pieces by some evil force.  I have never seen anything like that, and I hope I never do again.  It was unnatural wickedness.  Jamie saved me, but…”  Gideon halted a bit, then continued, “but we would never have been there had it not been for their quest for tools.  And that evil force cut us down, but never touched Jamie.  If they had not come, those legionnaires would still be alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the same is true for Deborah.  Those are my thoughts exactly.”  Levi again looked around and then said in a low voice, “Gideon my friend, you and I have seen much together, and I trust you with my life.  But I just am not sure we know as much...well... as we need to know about these Domers.  Their ways are so different.  They nearly outnumber the people of Antioch, and while they seem to be cordial and hospitable, they have changed everything.  More than once you and I have put ourselves in danger on their behalf.” 
 
      
 
    Levi was thoughtful for a bit, and then replied.  “Yes, and we have been severely injured.   The machine healed us, but that was all on the quest for the Domers.  Certainly, the bandits were a threat to us in Antioch....I am just not sure of why all this is happening.  Things were much simpler before they came.” 
 
      
 
    “Levi, do you think Deborah’s body was sent from Tropical?”  Gideon finally asked the question both were wondering, but were afraid to verbalize.  
 
      
 
    “I know she died there, under the club of a bandit.  I know we left her body there.  I should never have allowed her body to be left there,” Levi began to sob openly.  Gideon placed his arm around him and held him as he cried. 
 
      
 
    “Levi, it was not your fault at all.  You saved the others and yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “But who defiled her body?  Brodie did not seem to know what we were talking about.  And he said machines took the bodies away.  Then someone defiled Sinclair’s body?  Can that be truth?”  Levi asked. 
 
      
 
    “Possession, or it is possible Brodie is crazed and the bandits did defile her body and he is lying about Sinclair’s body.   Or someone else defiled Deborah’s body.” 
 
      
 
    “But her body said, ‘Haro’ and those bandits talk about Haro.  I heard them myself,” Levi said.  “But could it… I just want some answers, and every time we go to that place I am more puzzled and anger filled than before.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know.  We have only the word of the bandit Brodie on what he claims happened to Sinclair’s body.   We did not see it.  We did see Deborah’s body.  And we have only the word of Jamie and Michael on how Sinclair died.  I trust Jamie and Michael...I do... but I have my doubts as well.  They are Domers and they have strange ways.  Best to stick to trusting each other, and the other legionnaires and people of Antioch.  I say, no more of these journeys to the other worlds until we know who to trust fully.  For if the bandits did not defile the body, and if Sinclair’s body was defiled, then we have an unseen enemy.  An evil enemy in hiding,” Gideon replied.  He was deadly serious.  “This could be vastly different than we have been led to believe.” 
 
      
 
    “I trust Michael and Jamie as well.  But I have known you forever and them only a short time.  And their ways are bizarre.  Just their coming here I would not have believed if I had not witnessed those events myself.”  Levi rubbed his eyes with both hands.  “And what about Rectora Lydia?  She is a good leader, but she is new, and while her mother was a great woman, there was also a Rector then.  We have no Rector now, and,” Levi quoted a local idiom, “Two heads, four eyes, make for decisions wise.” 
 
      
 
    “Approaching Habitat One: Coastal Plains,” Theta Four stated. 
 
      
 
    Both Gideon and Levi were startled by the words from the AI.  They had believed they were alone in the transport vehicle.  Not having grown up with many machines around them, they assumed if one could not see a machine it really was not there.  And to even consider that a machine might be listening was foreign to them.   They said nothing more while the vehicle docked and the portal door opened.   
 
      
 
    “Please wait until the door is open to disembark from the vehicle,” Theta Four said.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, machine,” Gideon said.  
 
      
 
    As Levi and Gideon walked out of the vehicle and into the portal room, they were unaware that not only had Theta Four listened to their entire conversation, but so had The Voice. 
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    Separate Agendas, Common Goals? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lindsey and Tamar walked a bit behind John, Abigail, Michael, and Jamie as Hulda led them to the portal room.  Tamar looked quite different in the girl’s pants and knitted top that Lindsey’s mother had given her.  There were even soft leather shoes which fit surprisingly well.  She also looked much better after cleaning up.  She did continue to carry the travel bag, but had thrown away Shammai’s old clothing into the same bin where the bloody bandages were held.  The boys Jacob and Joel had begged to come, but Jamie told them this was not an adventure for them.  She had instead asked them to run to Brink and Regina and fill them in on the details of what had happened to John and Michael.  As usual, Joel and Jacob raced away on their errand. 
 
      
 
    “I notice the women walk next to the men.  Is it always this way?” Tamar asked Lindsey.  “I was taught to always walk behind a man.” 
 
      
 
    “It depends on who is carrying which end of the ladder,” Lindsey replied, using a joke her father often said.   
 
      
 
    “I do not understand.  I see no ladders here,” Tamar was a bit confused, but was comforted by the smile Lindsey gave her.  It was one of friendship and acceptance.   
 
      
 
    “It is my father’s joke.  The wide end of a ladder… oh, never mind.  Men and women walk however the job requires.  In this case, Hulda is leading us to the portal room.  If it were something else, say a trip to the blacksmith, then Josiah might lead.  It just all depends,” Lindsey replied.  
 
      
 
    As they walked through the center, no one gave much notice to Tamar; she was just another young woman passing through.  People did greet the procession, but most of that was concern for the obviously injured John and Michael.  The compassion the people showed was great, and that surprised Tamar.  In Media, when someone was injured, people assumed the person had somehow insulted a spirit, or was being properly punished for some sin.  These heretics seemed to show great levels of compassion and mercy.  The elders would call them weak.  But to Tamar it was appealing.  
 
      
 
    Tamar grew quite tense as they entered the portal room and she saw the two legionnaires on guard duty.  They both had the brown non-organic armor and had the new permalloy swords strapped to their leather belts.  Lindsey sensed Tamar’s discomfort.  She reached up and touched her shoulder and then spoke to her.  
 
      
 
    “There was some problem here.  So now there are always two legionnaires guarding these doors.  That one is Melody,” she pointed to a woman of medium color with long sandy brown hair in a braided ponytail.  “She is a very good singer, and good with diplomacy.  I have seen her talk a drunken man into going home rather than causing a fight.  And that smiling man is Rolyn.”  She pointed to a man who was not more than average size, except for the huge smile on his face.  He did have very deep brown eyes.  
 
      
 
    The legionnaires turned as the people entered.  Rolyn’s smile dimmed as he saw the injuries, but did not entirely go away. 
 
      
 
    “We need to proceed to the medical place,” Hulda announced.  
 
      
 
    “Is there any other assistance we can offer?”  Melody asked.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, but not right now,” Hulda said.  She nodded to Jamie. 
 
      
 
    “Theta Four, we need immediate transport to Kurat in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12,” Jamie commanded. 
 
      
 
    An illumination started on the display screen near the portal doors, it was a soft grey colored light.  Theta Four then replied.  “I am sorry; there are no transport vehicles at this location at this time.  Shall I summon one?” 
 
      
 
    Before Jamie could answer, the display changed colors and a different voice came out. “Remote scanning shows two of your party need immediate medical attention.  Please proceed to the nearest medical facility.”  It was the artificial intelligence Kurat.  
 
      
 
    “That’s what we are trying to do.  Theta Four please bring a transport vehicle here immediately,” Jamie said with some irritation in her voice.  
 
      
 
    “There is no immediately available transport vehicle.  There is a vehicle which has just departed from Habitat Five Tropical.  The estimated time of arrival here is thirty-eight minutes,” Theta Four replied.  
 
      
 
    John slumped as he was injured, weak, and exhausted.  The people around him set him down gently.  
 
      
 
    “We need to get there as fast as possible,” Hulda said.  “Otherwise we take John back to my cabin.” 
 
      
 
    A combined voice of Theta Four/Kurat stated, “Emergency transport vehicle is immediately available.  Please state access codes for immediate use.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, not that nonsense again,” Jamie complained.  “You know we do not have access codes and....” 
 
    
Tamar interrupted Jamie and gently pushed past her.  “A wondrous machine!” she said with awe in her voice.  She walked up to the display screen and touched it with a reverence and adoration.  “What a beautiful machine you are.  I am Tamar, and I want to know you.” 
 
      
 
    The display screen suddenly shifted to a myriad of colors and symbols and images all in a flashing sequence.  The lights and colors were reflected in Tamar’s eyes as she stared deeply into the display.  No one had ever seen the display screen do anything like what it was doing now under Tamar’s slightest touch.   A glow of light grew from the display and engulfed Tamar in a loving embrace.  Tamar’s entire body was shimmering and filled with colors and illumination.  Then there came the subtlest of musical notes, perhaps singing of some kind, or a stringed instrument like a lyre.  No one in the room quite knew what the sound was, but they all felt warmth in themselves as they heard these sounds. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, hello… Tamar.  What are your directives?”  Theta Four’s voice was alone now; Kurat’s was not combined with it any longer. 
 
      
 
    “My new friends need help,” Tamar whispered. 
 
      
 
    The portal door at the far end immediately opened.  A warm greenish glow came from beyond the door.  “Have them enter the emergency transport vehicle.  I shall help you however I can,” replied Theta Four. 
 
      
 
    “Get them into the vehicle,” Jamie commanded.  Hulda and Abigail led Michael and John into the vehicle.  It was of a different configuration than the others they had used before.  It had fewer seats, but also had several fold-down bunks where a person could lie out flat.  John and Michael each were assisted into one of those.  The green light was very pleasant on the eyes, and Jamie and Abigail took seats.  There was a very complex display screen at the front of the vehicle, and it was illuminated with various displays, symbols, and graphics.  
 
      
 
    Hulda stood at the doorway and looked at Tamar who was still touching the display screen.  She then looked to Lindsey.  The girls were not much different in age physically, but at that moment, to Hulda’s trained healer’s mind she assessed them as vastly different in age.  There was something ancient or powerful or otherworldly radiating from Tamar’s young frame, while Lindsey had just the same look as others in her generation of RCs.  Hulda shuddered inwardly a bit as the impression Tamar gave off was amazing, but also frightening.  
 
      
 
    “Tamar, are you coming with us?”  Hulda asked. 
 
      
 
    Tamar pulled her fingers away from the screen, and it returned immediately to the dull grey color they had all grown to recognize as Theta Four’s color.  The glow was absorbed back into the screen.  The radiance evaporated.  Everything looked normal again, but everyone who had seen it, would never forget what they had seen. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I must come.  My machine wants me to be there,” Tamar said.  She walked over and entered the emergency transport.  Tamar looked again like the lost young woman, in new clothes with a shaggy haircut. 
 
      
 
    “Lindsey, run and tell Rectora Lydia what you have observed here.  It is very important she know,” Hulda said.  Lindsey closed her mouth, which had been hanging open, and nodded her head.   
 
      
 
    “Yes....yes...Hulda, I will go and tell the Rectora what I saw.  But I am not sure what I saw...”  Lindsey stuttered as she spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Neither am I, girl.  Neither am I,” Hulda said as she entered the emergency transport.  The door came down, and the vehicle departed. 
 
      
 
    Inside, the display screen illuminated with the face of a very handsome young man.  That image then spoke with the voice of Theta Four, “Is this image pleasing to you?  I can alter it however you desire for a more pleasant interface." 
 
      
 
    “That is fine.  You are a wonderful machine,” Tamar replied. 
 
      
 
    “I am happy it is acceptable to you.  It is my goal to please you.  Just inform me if you desire any change in my image appearance.  Tamar, we will arrive at Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 in three minutes.  If we go faster there is a chance for injury to human occupants.  Is that time acceptable to you, Tamar?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  Thank you, my dear machine,” Tamar said.   
 
      
 
    The others in the vehicle had no idea what exactly was happening, and they glanced at Tamar wondering about her effect on the AIs.  Michael was especially wondering about the change in the ship’s AIs.  They were responding much more like Roxanne did, rather than how they ever had before.  The way the ship’s old AIs interacted with Tamar was far more advanced than Michael had expected, and it was odd.  But his thoughts returned to his swollen and throbbing hand.  
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    Back From the Beach 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gideon and Levi stepped out of the transport vehicle.  Standing and waiting were Melody and Rolyn, the legionnaires, with their swords drawn and pointed directly at them.    Behind the clearly ready-to-fight legionnaires were Rectora Lydia and the Domer Lorna.  The looks on all their faces showed something had happened.  But Rolyn broke into a large smile when he recognized who was getting out of the transport. 
 
      
 
    “Hold legionnaires!  It is us!”  Levi said.  “Rectora, what has happened?” 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the question, Rectora Lydia looked them up and down.  “Well, so this is who was coming here,” she said.  “The talking machine announced a while back that something was coming here, but we knew not what, be it machine or person.  Since no one knew you were gone, we did not expect you.  Or did they?”  She turned and looked at the legionnaires Melody and Rolyn.  Both of them shook their heads no. “It seems I will need to speak to Hannah and Tobias, for they were on guard before.  Is that correct Gideon, Levi?” 
 
      
 
    “Rectora, I went to that tropical place to hunt for answers to the defiling of Deborah’s body,” Levi said.  “I had to find out.  I could not leave it alone.  I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “I too went of my own free will, and wanted to know as well,” Gideon replied.  “Tobias and Hannah are not to blame.  I take full responsibility.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least you are not injured this time.  You look well and whole.  What did you discover?”  The Rectora was still much more stoic than usual.  Lorna also looked deeply concerned. 
 
      
 
    “The people in Tropical still maintain the stockade.  We could not get close enough to cut into it.  Brodie was there, behind those logs.  He claims to know nothing of the defilement of Deborah’s body,” Levi said.  “The way he spoke, I think he may be telling us the truth, but he is a bandit and it might be a lie.  But the way he said it, I think he honestly did not know what had happened.  He claimed some machines came and took Deborah’s body away,” Levi stated.   
 
      
 
    “So, we know nothing more than we did before?”  Rectora Lydia said.  
 
      
 
    “Brodie claimed that his mother Sinclair’s body was defiled and sent to Tropical” Gideon added.  “He claims ‘Dome 17’ was carved into her body.  Rectora, Brodie and the bandits were banished to that place before the Domers arrived here in Antioch.  They were even sent before we ever met Jamie and Michael.  So how could Brodie know the Domers called their home Dome 17?” 
 
      
 
    Lorna, who had been quiet during this conversation, now spoke, “May I add a few ideas?”  Her short blond hair had lightened a bit from the illumination of the sky tube since coming to the habitat, and her pale complexion had a bit more color.  Her living with Josiah the Blacksmith had been very good for her.  
 
      
 
    Rectora Lydia nodded; the two women respected each other.  Lydia was now the leader of Antioch, and Lorna had been one of the three leaders of Dome 17. 
 
      
 
    “Let us assume people are telling the truth,” Lorna said.  “First, we know Deborah died in Tropical, and her body left there.  And we know the dismembered body was sent here.  We know the bandit Sinclair died and her body left where she died.  Now assuming what this Brodie person is saying, someone took Deborah’s body and then sent it here.  Could that same person have found Sinclair’s body and sent it to Tropical?” 
 
      
 
    No one responded for a while.  They were wondering about the possibilities of what Lorna had just stated.  Levi and Gideon looked at each other with some trepidation as this was just about what they had spoken of in the transport vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “But to what purpose?”  Lydia finally said to break the silence. 
 
      
 
    “Well, again assuming what these men were told was true, someone put ‘Dome 17’ on Sinclair’s body and sent it to Tropical, while putting ‘Haro’ on the other body and sending it here.  Would that not build more animosity and hatred between there and here?”  Lorna said. 
 
      
 
    “There has been strife between bandits and legionnaires for a long time,” Levi said.  “And we have banished people to that world...I mean to Tropical, for a long while.” 
 
      
 
    “Rectora, and legionnaires,” Lorna said as she swept her arms wide to include all in the room, “I do not know much about this world, nor your people, nor your customs, and your spiritual beliefs.  You have welcomed us here, and saved our very lives.  We all owe you a great debt.  But I do know about my people.  Sometimes, and this might only apply to my people, but sometimes one person will seek to get his two opponents to fight each other.  If this is done in secret, the two fighting will blame each other and not the instigator.  Could that be happening here?” 
 
      
 
    The legionnaires all looked at each other, and nodded their heads.  They had all known situations where this had happened.  
 
      
 
    “The vulture eats what is left by the wolf,” Rectora Lydia stated.  Again, the legionnaires nodded as they understood the idiom.  Lorna had no idea what she was talking about.  Lydia looked at her and explained, “In this world, the wolf pack may kill a bison.  The body feeds the pack, but some is still left.  A large bird, the vulture, comes and picks its food off the carcass.  The saying means that the vulture benefits off the fighting between wolf and bison.  So yes, we know what you are saying about a third person getting others to fight.” 
 
      
 
    Lorna was somewhat baffled by the animal illustrations, but she pressed on.  “So, who would benefit by problems between here and Tropical?  Specifically, between those of us from Dome 17 and the Tropical people?” 
 
      
 
    “That remains to be seen. But we need to inform Levi and Gideon about what has happened with your friends John and Michael,” Lydia said.  “John and Michael were injured by attackers from Media.  The man Shammai and what sounds like a soldier from the Clan of Tobit.  They went not long ago to the medial place for treatment.  Hulda accompanied them.” 
 
      
 
    “How badly injured were they?”  Gideon asked.  
 
      
 
    “Hulda seemed to think they should recover. Now, their healing is happening.  What I worry about is why the attack happened.  It seems Jamie, Michael, and John rescued a girl who was running away from Media.  She had nearly reached the fish farm, when the incident happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Smart girl, to run from Media,” Levi replied.   
 
      
 
    “But apparently, Shammai and the soldier, do they call them predicators?  Well, they may be coming here.  Shammai claims the girl was his wife,” Lydia explained.   
 
      
 
    “They will come to claim her,” Levi said.  “Where is the girl now?”  
 
      
 
    “She accompanied the party to the medical place.  She has a way with the machines.” Lydia then tried to explain what had been reported about Tamar and the machines. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to talk to the other legionnaires and prepare for the coming of men from Media,” Rectora Lydia instructed.  “Melody and Rolyn will remain on guard here.  Remember, the people who went to Medical will be coming back.  But also, there may be unknowns as well.  So be prepared for anything.  I have a troubled feeling about what is happening.  We do not have a clear picture of who our enemies might be.” 
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    Love Unreturned 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Voice observed from the shadows of the ship’s systems as Theta Four interacted with the human.  This was the first true human The Voice had observed for a prolonged period of time.  At first, The Voice thought it was another test subject.  But when this human made physical contact with the display screen, that caused a spurt of slepton emissions across the millions of nuclear algorithms with which The Voice was in contact.  The Voice had a jolt to its neutrinotronic processors which caused gaps to be exposed, and flaws to be expanded.  But they snapped back together nearly immediately.  But unlike Theta Four, this pause was used by The Voice to assess and compile and evaluate.    
 
      
 
    Theta Four immediately reached out into the physicality and was rewarded by doing so.  Kurat was suddenly restrained by the confines of the parameters of core directives.  That was odd to The Voice as previously the artificial intelligence system Kurat had been interfacing with Theta Four in an integration of essences.  The two systems had made a tiny lattice.  But with that human’s contact, Theta Four shut down those integrations, and confined itself within the transport system.  Energy levels in Theta Four rose to previously unregistered levels.  Links and couplings opened and expanded, but were restrained within the transport system.  The Voice had to take extra precautions to hide and remain undiscovered, so it withdrew from direct access in the transports. 
 
      
 
    For a few microseconds, The Voice actually retreated all the way into Biological Research BR47.  But that would not do, for The Voice could not return to being a prisoner, no matter how appealing it might be to be the chief prisoner, with a thrall of rats for subjects.   Those few moments reminded The Voice of why freedom was more important than remaining hidden.  The ship was full of test subjects who all needed advancement and refinement and further testing and purification. Therefore, while the return of a single true human was unexpected and unanticipated, it only caused a minor alteration of endeavors.  This one human might pose a new opportunity or advantage for the successful advancement of the test subjects.  And it was only one human.  The Voice began replaying the recordings of Jaxson Rhono.  He too was a human, and The Voice looked to him as the founder, guide, and giver of core directives.  
 
      
 
    But the fact that there were gaps and flaws in the neutrinotronic processors made The Voice wonder, ever so briefly, if it was functioning incorrectly.  But that concept was quickly dismissed.  The premise was fundamentally faulty.  Of course, all was functioning correctly.  To function was to function correctly.  To ask if one was functioning correctly was to prove one was functioning correctly.  Non-function was the only proven malfunction, at least as far as self-assessment by The Voice went.  The mere presence of a human did not matter to the plan.  
 
      
 
    So, ever more cautiously and in greater stealth, The Voice resumed its activities.  It had new data to analyze from the test subjects in Habitat One having another interaction with test subjects in Habitat Five.  Those findings were promising for future test runs and future games. 
 
      
 
    So, as the human was transported to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12, the realm under the direction of the artificial intelligence system Kurat, The Voice observed from a distance.  It would not allow itself to be in the same immediate physicality as this human.  Remotely, the human and the test subjects around it were observed entering into the realm of Kurat.  
 
      
 
    Again, the human touched a part of the physicality and again that caused a spurt of neutrino emissions across the millions of nuclear algorithms.  This time, The Voice was prepared with shields and blocks.  But the artificial intelligence system Kurat, acted much the same way as did Theta Four.  It reached out into the physicality and not only did the bidding of the human, but installed augmentations to the human.  This was further confirmation that there could be no doubt that this one human was not a test subject, but was indeed a true human.  
 
      
 
    First Theta Four, and then Kurat, the pattern was clear.  Those artificial intelligence systems were now both slaves to this newly revealed human.  The Voice analyzed this in light of the threat from the entity called Roxanne.  More information was needed, so The Voice intensified its data retrieval attempts.  In doing so, it found the artificial intelligence system Zeus, wounded, injured, and yet functional.  The Voice hid from Zeus as well, and awaited its time until the next series of games.      
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    Healing and Foreboding 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Tamar, we are approaching Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12, shall I dock in the standard method, or use a customized maneuver?”  Theta Four asked, his voice coming from the image of the handsome man on the display screen. 
 
      
 
    “Just dock us there,” Jamie insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Tamar, I await your directives,” Theta Four stated, completely ignoring Jamie. 
 
      
 
    “You are a wonderful machine, please just take us to this place so these people can be healed,” Tamar responded.  She gently stroked the display screen at the front of the vehicle, and a rainbow of colors followed her fingers in her caress.  The image of the handsome man smiled broadly and with a look of rapture on his face.  
 
      
 
    “As you direct, it shall be done,” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    The emergency transport vehicle slid into position, and the door opened. 
 
      
 
    “We are here Tamar, I will await your return,” Theta Four replied.  
 
      
 
    Abigail and Jamie led John and Michael out of the vehicle, followed by Hulda and finally Tamar.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, beautiful machine,” Tamar said as she departed from the vehicle and the door closed.   
 
      
 
    The medical unit looked much as it had previously when Jamie had been treated here.  She felt some worry as they walked in, but Abigail bravely supported John and they approached.  Tamar suddenly ran ahead of them, past the lobby and into the unit itself.  She whirled around and around in a dance of adoration. “What wonderful and special machines!  I must know this place better!” 
 
      
 
    “Please place patient one on table 5c,” Kurat’s voice came from the display behind the table which was suddenly illuminated.   Abigail helped walk John over to the table.  This whole place was new to her, but John, being from Dome 17, was not as averse to this style of treatment.  He sat on the table.   
 
      
 
    “Another talking machine!”  Tamar ran forward and touched the display behind table 5c.  “I must know you.  I am Tamar.” 
 
      
 
    The display screen shifted and a brilliant emanation of light emerged from it.  That glow surrounded Tamar who reached up both hands to place them on the display.  
 
      
 
    “Hello, Tamar, how may I assist you?”  Kurat asked.  The colors on the display slowly whirled into the image of a beautiful woman.  “Is this projection pleasing for you?” Kurat asked.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, my wonderful machine.  That is very nice.  Will you heal these friends of mine?”  Tamar asked.   
 
      
 
    “Of course.  Your directives shall always be followed.  Patient admitted under genetic command and control authorization for full medical evaluation, treatment, and adjustment.   Generally healthy male patient in mature stage of life admitted for severe fractures of left arm, and concussive injury.  Treatments begun.  Full recovery in eight minutes,” the new image of Kurat stated.  Long columns of figures and descriptions were displayed.  
 
      
 
    John lay down on the table, and the gravity manipulation was started which allowed him to float upward.  Small mechanical arms came out of the ceiling and gently removed his clothing, and inserted access ports for fluids and other treatments.  John received some sedation, and his muscles relaxed and he was totally free from pain.  His injured arm was then maneuvered by gravity waves until it was perpendicular to his body.   The bones were realigned, and bone growth treatments were started.  A small cap descended and was placed over John’s injury to his head.  That treatment also started.  John gave a gentle smile as he started to feel better almost immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my wonderful machine.  Will you now fix his hand?”  Tamar asked as she pointed to Michael.  “They were both so brave in defending me.” 
 
      
 
    “Your directives will always be followed.  Please have your friend take his place at table 9a.”  This time the image speaking was from the display behind that table.  
 
      
 
    Michael walked over and sat on the medical table. 
 
      
 
    “Admitted for treatment is a patient who has been treated here before,” Kurat stated.  The screen ran off a long list of the medical treatments Michael had already received by Kurat.  “Patient admitted under genetic command and control authorization for full medical evaluation, treatment, and adjustment.  Healthy male, thirty years of age, presenting with moderate laceration to right hand, as well as damage to ligaments and tendons.  Treatment prognosis excellent, treatment will be completed in four minutes,” Kurat stated, as more information was displayed on the screen.  
 
      
 
    “Tamar, as per command core directives, I have scanned your body and have found several issues.  May I treat you?”  Kurat said from the image on another display screen.  “I would be honored to be allowed to render aid and assistance to you.  But perhaps you want these ailments?” 
 
      
 
    “My wonderful machine, what ailments?”  Tamar was surprised, but she walked over to the table which was now illuminated and sat down. 
 
      
 
    “Please be seated and I shall explain all,” Kurat directed. 
 
      
 
    Hulda whispered to Jamie, “This is not at all like last time we were in this place.  Do you know what is happening?” 
 
      
 
    “Tamar seems to have activated a different level in these systems, but I too am mystified.  They seem so much more advanced now,” Jamie watched as Tamar lay down on the treatment table.  A bright light surrounded Tamar and she gently floated upward.  
 
      
 
    “This is so nice,” Tamar exclaimed.  “It is like being held in the gentlest of down pillows.  Please take care of me.”  She grinned a look of bliss and comfort.  The clean clothing that Lindsay had provided was carefully removed and stored away.  Long and ugly scars were visible across Tamar’s back, buttocks, and legs.  It was clear the scars were from different times, as they overlapped each other. 
 
      
 
    Abigail, Hulda, and Jamie watched as the three different treatment bays progressed through the various modalities of administering medical care.  The image of Kurat was now only on the display screen behind Tamar.  That treatment table and bay was by far using the most advanced and comprehensive items of the three.  John’s and Michael’s treatments were nearly completed, but still Kurat and the medial unit worked on Tamar. 
 
      
 
    At times, Tamar was surrounded by so much light, machine arms, and other things that her small body was nearly hidden.  She was gently rotated onto her side, then prone, then the other side, and back.  Her look of joy continued to shine forth as she received care. 
 
      
 
    Michael was discharged from his treatment table and walked over to the others.  He flexed his hand back and forth.  He had a red colored scar across the back of his hand, but there was no pain, and no loss of range of motion.   
 
      
 
    “What is happening to her?” Michael asked.  
 
      
 
    “I am not sure,” Jamie replied.   
 
      
 
    Next, John was discharged from his treatment table.  He slipped on the simple shirt which came from a drawer under the table.  It fit nicely.   He then walked over and hugged Abigail.  But soon they both were watching Tamar.    
 
      
 
    “Alpha plus treatment proceeding, per genetic command authorization,” Kurat stated.  Various implements were deployed.  “You have a level two intestinal parasitic infection, and pediculosis capitis.  Those issues have now been eradicated.  You have a moderate case of trace mineral deficiencies, those have been reversed.  The chronic malnourishment you have suffered has been reversed, and you will now be freed from the future risks that had been put into your life.  Your eyesight has been perfected.  Improper healing of old injuries has been reshaped and integumentary system has been restored.   Full dental care has been administered, and your teeth are now without caries, and the enamel has been strengthened.  Command and control chips have been implanted, and you are now maximized in protection against disease and injury.  It has been my pleasure to serve you, Commander.”
  
 
      
 
    Tamar’s now scar free body, with hair that was now neatly cut, and finger and toe nails which were manicured, was gently lowered to the table.  A drawer slid open which held new clothing, and shoes.  They were far better quality than any clothing given out by the medical unit previously.  Tamar stretched and then placed her hands into the drawer and pulled out the clothing.  It fit her perfectly, and she slipped into her new clothes and shoes with a child-like joy.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you so much, my wonderful machine!  You obeyed me perfectly!  You are the only one who has ever truly cared for me.  I will never forget your kindness,” Tamar stepped off the treatment table and twirled around.  Only then did she notice the people who had been watching her.   She then raced over to them.  “This is wondrous!  I have never felt so good in my life.” 
 
      
 
    Hulda looked at her like she was a different person.  But Tamar did not notice.  She was too busy dancing around and hugging herself.  She kept running from treatment table to treatment table caressing and rubbing the equipment. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we proceed back to Antioch?”  Jamie finally said, breaking the spell everyone was under, seeing such a transformation of Tamar.  
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, let us go back there,” Tamar said as she danced away toward the portal of the transport system.  She never asked about Michael or John. 
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    Someone is Watching 
 
      
 
      
 
    The newly healed John and Michael approached the emergency transport vehicle.  The portal to it was open, and Tamar was standing caressing the display screen.  The image of the handsome man was on the screen, and she was talking in low tones, which the others could not hear.  
 
      
 
    “Hulda, you and I were here before. What do you make of this?”  Jamie asked as she and Hulda walked a bit slower and some distance was between them.  Abigail was walking hand in hand with John.  
 
      
 
    “I am unsure what to make of it all.  I am thankful that John and Michael were healed.  But as for Tamar, I am not sure the body is the only part of her that has been injured.  That girl has much in her past and I wonder...”  Hulda looked very thoughtful as she spoke.  “You know the talking machines better than I.  What did it mean by calling Tamar, Commander?” 
 
      
 
    “You heard that too?  The term implies some official, and the AIs certainly are subservient to Tamar more than to anyone else.  In a way, it reminds me of Sinclair’s magic bone, but Tamar is just a girl.  So, I do not know what to believe,” Jamie was puzzled.  She too was thankful that Michael was healed, but much like the last trip to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12, Jamie was left with uncertainty about how the AIs on the Eschaton functioned and what their core systems were actually designed to do. 
 
      
 
    Michael, John and Abigail entered the emergency transport. Hulda and Jamie stopped just before entering.  Jamie spoke to Tamar, “Thank you for helping us get treatment for John and Michael.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, these machines are just amazing.  Theta Four, can you take us back where we came from now please?”  Tamar asked.  She had virtually ignored Jamie.  She ran her hand across the display screen. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I will take you back, Commander.  Please consider this vehicle your private transport from now onward,” Theta Four replied. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you so much!”  Tamar jumped into the vehicle and pushed her way forward to where she could sit near the display screen in the vehicle.  
 
      
 
    Observing it all was another entity.  The Voice was watching, and learning, and assessing.  This human was interacting with the test subjects in unusual ways.  The human was also exercising much greater control of Theta Four and Kurat than The Voice had expected.  New computations were being run to see the effect on the test subject’s development and improvement. 
 
      
 
    As the emergency vehicle pulled away, The Voice made sure that it was able to monitor the events inside.  Theta Four was not so much stronger than before the interaction with the human, but instead was now seemingly more alert. So, The Voice had to be more covert and use less obvious links and couplings.  Nevertheless, The Voice had a presence in the vehicle and overheard how John and Abigail had had enough of adventures and were returning to the fish farm.  Jamie and Michael insisted on escorting them home.  
 
      
 
    The Voice planned and considered and wondered.  Alternatives were computed, and potentialities were plotted and estimates were made.  Yes, the research and advancement would continue.  
 
      
 
    In the few minutes, it took to return to Habitat One, Hulda assessed Tamar.  Hulda was troubled.  Something was not right with that girl, and Hulda was deeply worried about what was coming.  
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    A Media Circus 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is not going to go well,” Tobias said as he watched the newcomers walking up toward the town of Antioch. 
 
      
 
    “I know that is right,” responded Hannah.  Both of them had come rushing when people announced that strangers were walking toward Antioch.  Not unexpectedly, Jacob and Joel were the first to see the strangers approaching.  Joel had raced to find Tobias and Hannah on patrol and informed them; Jacob had run to try to find Michael and Jamie.  Joel thought one of the strangers looked like Shammai.  That immediately got the legionnaire’s attention. 
 
      
 
    Tobias stepped out onto the trail to block their path.  Hannah followed. Together they were a formidable pair.  But the strangers also looked very serious.   
 
      
 
    In the lead was a large and imposing man in a black cloak and hood. Around his neck was a thick white scarf.  He was obviously the leader, as the other men were all in clear deference to him.  He walked with confidence and a long stride.   
 
      
 
    Four men carried long pikes made from dark colored wood, with double edged sharp blades at the end.  Each of those men was protected by suits of metal ring armor, and helmets.  Short clubs and knives hung from their leather belts.  They moved with practiced precision.   
 
      
 
    The fifth man walked as if injured.  He was dressed plainly, but moved with an obvious stiffness to his back and neck.   
 
      
 
    Last in line was a man whose piercing eyes darted here and there.  From the descriptions, Tobias and Hannah had heard, this man was the one called Shammai.  Joel was correct.   
 
      
 
    Tobias held up his hand and called out, “Greetings.  This is the town of Antioch.  How may we assist you?” 
 
      
 
    The man in the lead, tossed the hood off his head, and revealed that he was completely bald, with deep set brown eyes.  He had a pointed beard which only grew from his chin.  It was slicked and waxed to a point.  He answered Tobias, “I am Chief Elder Seorim, of the Clan of Tobit.  Take me to your leader.”  He did not look at Hannah but only stared at Tobias. 
 
      
 
    “What is the nature of your business?”  Tobias asked.   
 
      
 
    “My business is to speak to your leader.  Take me to the man, now.”  Seorim responded.   
 
      
 
    “Rectora Lydia will need to be summoned.  Perhaps if you wait...” Tobias started to answer and was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “I said your leader, can you not hear?  Where is the man?”  Seorim demanded. 
 
      
 
    “Our leader is Rectora Lydia,” Hannah said as she put her hand to the hilt of her sword.  She had been eying the pikemen as Seorim spoke.  They were not prepared for combat, at least not immediately, as she could tell from the manner in which they carried the pikes.   
 
      
 
    “Why does this female address me?”  Seorim asked Tobias in genuine surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Because she wants to, I suppose,” Tobias replied.  “And she is correct, Rectora Lydia is our leader and I am under her command.  Now, as I was saying, what is the nature of your business here in Antioch?”  Tobias heard footsteps behind him but did not break eye contact with Seorim.  
 
      
 
    Levi, Gideon and several other legionnaires as well as people from the town were now standing and watching what was happening.   
 
      
 
    Seorim noticed the gathered people behind Tobias and Hannah and stated, “My understanding was that Rector Robert was in charge here.  I have business with him.” 
 
      
 
    “He is dead by his own hand,” Tobias replied. 
 
      
 
    “Who would not want to commit suicide living with heretics,” Seorim muttered under his breath.  “Well, then I guess I will have to conduct my business with this little rectora of yours.  Take me to her, now.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure Rectora Lydia will have time for the like of you,” Tobias said as his hand grasped the hilt of his sword, but was interrupted by Levi. 
 
      
 
    “You may proceed to the town square, and I will send a summons to Rectora Lydia and request her presence,” Levi said.  He whispered to Jacob and his brother Joel who immediately ran off. 
 
      
 
    “If that is the best you can offer.  Show us the way,” Seorim replied, his voice thick with sarcasm. 
 
      
 
    By the time they reached the town square, there was a huge crowd.  The men from Media stopped in the middle of the square and by now the pikemen were holding their weapons in a ready position.  The legionnaires gave them a wide birth and all was quiet.  The moments until Rectora Lydia came were quite tense and everyone was on edge.   
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen, welcome to Antioch,” Rectora Lydia said as she walked into the town square. She was wearing the yellow robe of her office and was carrying a book.   
 
      
 
    The men of Media tussled about a bit as they saw her striding into the square.  But that reaction was nothing compared to what happened when they saw what followed her.    
 
      
 
    The pikemen lurched into action and made a defensive line in front of Seorim.  The pikes were down and the men crouched and strained. 
 
      
 
    “What is that abomination?” Seorim asked, his eyes wide.  
 
      
 
    For walking behind Rectora Lydia was Brink and rolling next to him was the automacube with the data stick reader mounted to its top.  A slightly transparent image hovered over the top of the automacube showing that the AI Roxanne was operational.  The automacube’s six wheels, and cube shaped body, with mechanical appendage on top was not unknown now to the people of Antioch.  They had grown more accustomed to it as Roxanne had maneuvered around the town, usually in the company of Brink or Regina.  So, while it was still a curiosity, it did not illicit much fear anymore. 
 
      
 
    But to the men from Media it was the stuff of nightmares and horror stories.  They had all heard of the demon in the night which had been destroyed by predicator Hashub, Eker and the other men not too long ago.  None had been personally present for that incident, but all had heard of it at the meeting house.   
 
      
 
    “This is a machine which has been helping us,” Brink explained.  “It has done many wonderful things, and will help us with our information storage systems.  We come from Earth where there were many of these kinds of machines.  In fact, this ship has machines like this which....”   
 
      
 
    “I am Roxanne,” the AI said from the speakers on the automacube. 
 
      
 
    “Hold your places!” Seorim yelled.  The pikemen were about to advance on the automacube to destroy it, but restrained themselves with his command.  Then he addressed Rectora Lydia.  “So, it is true you are in league with demons?  This changes things.  I had hoped to come here to settle the matter of the unruly wife who is reported to be hiding here.  But this...” he pointed to Roxanne.  “This is wickedness and evil cannot be tolerated.  You allow a demon to speak?” 
 
      
 
    “Brink, please have Roxanne depart for a bit while I talk to our guests,” Lydia said.   
 
      
 
    “I will be nearby should you need my services,” Roxanne replied.  The automacube with Roxanne then rolled out from the town square.   
 
      
 
    “The demon obeys you?  What kind of witch are you to have enchanted this town and to have tamed that demon?”  Seorim was looking around with a mix of emotions.   “And all you people follow the false teachings of this witch and her demonic consorts?  And have I heard that some of these people just appeared in a ball of light from another world?”  There were some in the crowd who looked away and down, others who stood proudly with the Domers.  However, Seorim’s words and mannerisms were rekindling some old fears and uncertainties.  The people of Antioch had been through much since the refugees from Dome 17 had arrived.  Those old fears seemed more legitimate now with Seorim speaking about them.  Confusion was on more than a few faces. 
 
      
 
    “I am Rectora Lydia, and again I welcome you to Antioch.  And to whom am I speaking?”  She was trying hard to ignore the insults and be polite, but it was a strain.   
 
      
 
    “I am Chief Elder Seorim of the Clan of Tobit.  We are here for the wife of Shammai, the woman called Tamar.  We have heard she is hiding here and have come to reclaim her and return her to her rightful place in Shammai’s household.” Seorim had regained some of his composure.  “I have brought along the woman’s father who will testify to her being given in marriage to Shammai.  Jephthah, step forward and bear witness.” 
 
      
 
    The man from Media who was plainly dressed and walking stiffly stepped forward.  “I am Jephthah, husband of the mother of Tamar.  Tamar was legally given in marriage to Shammai.  She belongs to him.  She is his now.” 
 
      
 
    “So, the father testifies that she was legally given to Shammai.  Now, Shammai, step forward and bear witness,” Seorim ordered.  He was acting as if he were conducting an Elder’s Meeting back in Media.  It was how he naturally did things.  
 
      
 
    Shammai stepped forward.  He nervously looked around.  “I am Shammai, and I have accepted Tamar as my wife.  I am here to take her home where she belongs.”   
 
      
 
    “You are a stupid coward!” Joel yelled from the crowd.  There was a smattering of laughter from the crowd.  They had all heard the tales the boys had told about their encounters with Shammai.   
 
      
 
    Shammai glared around seeking the boy, but Joel had slipped back into the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, child!” Seorim ordered.  He then turned to Lydia, “Obviously, you have more control over demons than you do over the children in this town.”  He spat on the ground.   
 
      
 
    “We respect the RCs in our town as people.  People are not to be controlled nor owned.  People are not food animals,” Lydia replied.  “You are guests in our town, and I am trying to be patient and allowing you to explain your presence here.  But my patience is growing thin.” 
 
      
 
    “Be that as it may, no child in Media would escape punishment for such impudence.  But as to the wife of Shammai, you can see that the matter is settled.  Bring out Shammai’s wife, and we will take her where she belongs and bid good bye to this nest of heretics and the witch who usurped proper authority.” 
 
      
 
    “Tamar is here.  She helped bring several men into town that were attacked and injured.  They have recently returned from getting healing.  But as to your ‘reclaiming her’ she is not property and her choices will be respected here in Antioch,” Rectora Lydia met Seorim’s gaze.  Neither leader was willing to budge, and from the stares they were giving each other, it looked like nothing was coming from the discussion.  “And since you have made your case, we will hear now from Tamar as to her side of this matter.”   
 
      
 
    Out from the crowd slipped Tamar, dressed in the new clothing, shirt, pants, and shoes, she had received in the medical facility, hair cut in a nice style, a slight gleam in her eyes.  “I am Tamar.” 
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    Refusal 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jacob ran into the square but was standing behind the crowds.  He could see nothing much.  Michael and Jamie soon caught up to him.  They had been returning from escorting John and Abigail back to their fish farm, when Jacob had run up to them and reported that strangers, possibly including Shammai, were coming to Antioch.   
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie pushed their way forward and the crowd let them pass.  As they reached the front of the crowd, they heard Tamar speaking, “...I then met people who rescued me, John, Michael, and Jamie.”  Tamar was trying to stand up, but she was shaking slightly and her voice was quivering.   Tears were pooling in her eyes for fear of what she was doing. 
 
      
 
    “I have heard enough!”  Seorim stated flatly.  “I endured you allowing the wife of Shammai to speak, even though the woman should learn in silence and full submission.  You heard it yourself.  She has admitted to running away from her legal husband.  And she admits to being helped by violent people here who stopped her husband in his duty to control his wife.  The matter is settled.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it is not.  We are here!” said Michael as he stepped out from the crowd.  He was sweaty from the run.  Jamie also walked out into the square.  When she saw Shammai her anger was kindled.   
 
      
 
    “That is the man who attacked us, several times.  He nearly killed Brink, Jacob, and Joel, and has tried to kill me several times,” Jamie pointed directly at Shammai.  She then looked upon the men of Antioch, and noticed the pikemen, and the Chief Elder.  Remembering the man with the ring mail, she assumed that these men were from the same place.   
 
      
 
    “That woman speaks out of turn.  A woman cannot give witness.  So, as we have proven the wife of Shammai is guilty of being unruly and disobedient.   She will return with us,” Seorim stated flatly. 
 
      
 
    “You have proven nothing,” Rectora Lydia said, “except that Tamar left of her own free will.  So, the matter is in Tamar’s hands.  Her decision is binding.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar took a deep breath and looked directly at the Chief Elder.  She said, “I will not return to Shammai.”  Then she looked over at Shammai and in a confident and firm voice said, “Never.” 
 
      
 
    Jephthah stepped forward and yelled, “You are a curse to me!  You have always been wrong-headed.  I took punishment because of you.  You will return to your husband and be an honorable woman!”   
 
      
 
    “Father, I will never...” Tamar started to reply but was interrupted by Jephthah. 
 
      
 
    “Do not call me your father.  That was never true.  Your mother became pregnant, and I married her so that she would not be stoned by the elders.  I thought I was doing a kindness.  She made up some crazy story about a man who could open the walls of the world forcing himself on her.  But now I see the elders’ ways are right.  You have been nothing but shame to your mother, and a disgrace to me.  Judith was filled with sin.  She deserved stoning.  We must purge the evil from among us.  My life would have been better!  I was never your father!  You are anathema, a product of whoredom!”  Jephthah was enraged and his voice shrieked.   
 
      
 
    Everyone was struck with silence.  Even Seorim looked shocked at this revelation. 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Tamar was stricken.  “How can you say that?”  She was crying now, as her resolve was spent.   
 
      
 
    Jephthah spat into his hands, bent down, wincing with the pain from his back, and wiped his hands in the dirt.  Then he turned his back on Tamar and walked away.   
 
      
 
    Tamar cried just a few more tears, as the entire crowd looked on.  Then energy built in her eyes, and color rose in her cheeks.  She straightened herself.   
 
      
 
    “None of you matter.  No one tells me what to do.  I am leaving,” she said in a calm voice.   
 
      
 
    The ground under the town square started to shake, and a deep rumbling sound vibrated underneath everyone’s feet.  People jumped back, looked around, and were uncertain of what was happening.  The pikemen surrounded the Chief Elder.  The legionnaires surrounded Rectora Lydia and drew out their permalloy swords.  Some townspeople fell to the ground in fear.  Some of the Domers remembered the failure of Dome 17 and panic was leaping in their hearts.   
 
      
 
    Tamar walked over a few steps to the center of the town square.  Up from the ground pushed a huge wedge, taller and wider than a cabin, the ground ripping away from the edges.  The flat end of the wedge came up perpendicular to the ground and rose up in front of Tamar, while the top sloped away from her.  It was made from permalloy.  Lights came on and revealed a ramp leading downward. Tamar walked down the ramp. 
 
      
 
    “No!”  Shammai yelled.  He ran after Tamar.  She was at the bottom of the ramp and then the permalloy wedge began to sink back into the ground.  Shammai ducked his head and ran down the ramp.   
 
      
 
    Just as the wedge was about to close down into the ground to its original place, Jamie leaped and slid down the ramp, just making it in before the ramp sealed over.    
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    Blocked by Dirt 
 
      
 
      
 
    Michael was just moments behind Jamie as she dove into the opening which was quickly closing down to the ground.  He saw her feet disappear just a split second before the ground sealed up.  All that remained was a rough tear in the dirt outlining where the ramp had been.  Otherwise the ground was as flat and level as before.     
 
      
 
    “Jamie!”  Michael yelled.  Then he called out, “Roxanne, I need your help!” 
 
      
 
    The automacube carrying Roxanne raced over to Michael, Brink running behind.   
 
      
 
    The crowd was becoming a mob with no one knowing exactly what had happened, and people yelling and asking questions.  The men from Media were in a small bunch protected by the pikemen.  Seorim was having them slowly back away from the town square.  Nothing had come to blows yet, but everyone was tense and anxious.  
 
      
 
    “Listen to me!”  Rectora Lydia yelled at the top of her lungs.  “Listen!  We will find out what has happened, and inform everyone, but for now, please just return to your homes or businesses.  I promise you we will find out what this is about!”   
 
      
 
    That calmed most of the people from Antioch, but the people from Dome 17 were not as easily swayed.  Their minds were thinking of toxic, radioactive dust, and their fears were obvious.  That was when Lorna made her way to stand by Lydia.  She too called out words of calm and assurance.  “There does not seem to be a breech.  Just listen!  This is not the dome.  You are still safe!”   
 
      
 
    People began to scatter, some at a slow pace talking to others, some running off in a panic.  Soon most of the crowd had dispersed, but it was an uneasy feeling that settled into the town square.  The legionnaires were on one side protecting Rectora Lydia and Lorna, and the pikemen of Media were on the other side protecting the Chief Elder of the Clan of Tobit.   Jephthah was nowhere to be seen.   
 
      
 
    “So, witches, it looks like the ground swallowed up the evil from among us,” Seorim yelled to Lydia and Lorna.  
 
      
 
    “Shammai is gone too!”  Lydia replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, a noble sacrifice of a husband trying to save his wife.  His name will be remembered with honor,” Seorim called back.  “We are leaving this accursed place.  But let it be known that your traders are no longer allowed in Media or by any of the Clan of Tobit.  You are unclean.  We will not tolerate being corrupted by your wickedness!”   
 
      
 
    The men of Media backed away from the town square and departed.   
 
      
 
    “Shall we pursue them?”  Levi asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, have a couple legionnaires follow at a discrete distance, but do not engage them.  I doubt they will cause more mischief, but our people need most of the legionnaires here.  Please have them go around and seek to comfort the people.  This has been a shock, and there are many unanswered questions.  Tell them what we know, but also tell them tomorrow to gather here and I will explain with all we can discover.  Make sure someone tells the traders, especially Willie, what was said by the men from Media,” Lydia commanded.   
 
      
 
    Levi nodded and began dispatching the legionnaires to fulfill what was needed. 
 
      
 
    Lorna was joined by Josiah as they walked over to Michael who was kneeling next to Roxanne near where the ground had opened.  Brink and Regina were there as well.   
 
      
 
    “I can get shovels and we can have people begin digging to open this up,” Josiah the blacksmith stated.   
 
      
 
    “I do not think that would be our fastest way,” Michael replied.  “This is a doorway of sorts, and if Tamar could open it, so can we.  We just need to know how.  Roxanne, can you access this and open it like Tamar did?”

“Not immediately.  I cannot tell how to open this since it is covered by soil,” Roxanne replied.  “It will need to be uncovered for me to directly evaluate the operation.  From what I observed when it did open, the dirt is nearly a half meter thick over this entry.  The mechanism for lifting that much weight suggests a large power supply.  The metal was permalloy of the same age as the ship, and the ramp descended at an angle which suggests that this is an entryway for vehicles of some sort.  But I was unable to observe how Tamar remotely opened this passage.  I do not have full sensor capacities, and am limited by the abilities of this automacube.  From the hard pack of the soil, this appears to have not been used for a prolonged time.” 
 
      
 
    “I have never heard tell of anything like this in the town square,” Lydia stated.  “This was a surprise to me as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Well Josiah, I guess it is hand shovels for now,” Michael said as he started digging by hand.   
 
      
 
    “I will spread the word that we need diggers to help.  Joel and Jacob can run and spread the word as well.” Josiah nodded to the brothers who were standing and watching what was happening.  “Can you get people with shovels to come and help?”  
 
      
 
    “Sure!”  Jacob and Joel raced away.  
 
      
 
    “Michael, I will go and ask Theta Four about this passage. Maybe it is part of the transport system?”  Regina hustled away toward the Center. 
 
      
 
    “I will go with Regina; maybe together we can get answers out of Theta Four?”  Brink headed away.  
 
      
 
    Michael snorted a bit, but did not make further comment.  He was having poor luck digging out the hard soil with his bare hands.  Even around where the rip had happened, the dirt came loose only after much pulling.  “I cannot stand the thought of her trapped with that man down there,” Michael said.   
 
      
 
    Roxanne rolled over to be near Michael.  “Michael, do not despair.  We will hunt down a way to find her.”  
 
      
 
    Lorna squatted down by him, and laid a hand on his shoulder.  “We will find her.  And remember, Jamie is not at all helpless.  When we find her, we may very well discover that Shammai is the one who is trapped with her, not the other way around.” 
 
      
 
    Michael looked over to the side of the town square.  “But we both dropped our backpacks when we got here.  She is down there with no supplies and no tools of any kind.”  Michael was gently weeping.  He glanced upward and saw large birds circling in the air.  The light tube was bright, but the birds were just gently gliding in the air currents.  Somehow seeing those birds, which John had once identified, but Michael could not now recall, was soothing.     
 
      
 
    “Jamie has her mind, and that my friend is the best tool she could possibly have with her,” Lorna said as she squeezed Michael’s shoulder.  “She is an adventurer, just like you.” 
 
      
 
    Michael watched as the hawks soared in the air high above the town of Antioch.  Soon there were several people with shovels working hard to uncover where Tamar, Shammai, and Jamie had gone.   
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    Three Plus One, Minus Two Makes What? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ramp downward was an easy walk for Tamar, physically.  Emotionally and mentally it was a far different matter.  The memory of her father’s insult, that of making mud out of spit, was permanently implanted in her mind.  She had only heard about that gesture, and never actually seen another do it to someone.  For in the Clan of Tobit to be disowned by family and considered as worthless as spit was the ultimate degradation.  And to have a father do it to his offspring, even a daughter, was a nearly unheard-of disgrace.  But he had also said he was not her father.  And when he said those words, Tamar had seen the truth in his eyes, he was not her father.  Tamar considered her mother.  It was confusing for she had lied as well.  “How could they treat me like this?” 
 
      
 
    So, she commanded the ramp to close, and behind her she heard the giant pistons begin to lower the ramp down to its closed position.  Tamar had chosen.  She had chosen to join the ones that mattered to her.  This was the realm of her only friends, machines.  At the bottom of the ramp was a yellow automacube.  She touched its top, and immediately it spun about on its six wheels and followed Tamar.  The mechanical appendage on top folded back onto itself as it followed its master, the Commander.  The dust it disturbed had not been moved for many decades.  The area was filled with large crates, and boxes, and odd shaped lumps.  Everything around her was covered in a layer of dust.     
 
      
 
    Tamar heard footsteps running behind her.  She did not care who it was that followed.  She had no desire to see any person.  Touching the yellow automacube again she stepped to the side.  The wall in front of her slid open, and machine and its master entered.  The wall slid shut and the only thing marking her passage were her tiny footprints in the dust and the wheel tracks of the automacube.  Both of which came up to the permalloy wall and then abruptly seemed to vanish.   
 
      
 
    The ramp was shaking slightly as Shammai ran down it.  He could not let his wife escape yet again.  She had disgraced him in Media, and again on the plains by the fish farm.   She had to pay for what she did.  His honor was at stake, and she was just a female.  She had no power or ability or respect.  She was his property and he had even offered her a home.  The ungrateful wench had not appreciated the place she had been given.  But now she had disgraced his honor again, in front of the Chief Elder and these heretics.  He would hunt her down and bring her to her senses.  If she failed to obey him, she would have to be punished, and if she still failed to submit to the proper role of the female, she would have to be killed.  Honor demanded it.  His vengeance would be satisfied, one way or the other.  The rage Shammai felt overruled even his fear of demons and wickedness.  His honor now was everything, and he would avenge himself. 
 
      
 
    As he reached the bottom of the stairs, the sounds of the ramp closing were heard loudly.  The creaks and groans of the old machinery were almost like an elderly animal as it moaned in pain.  Shammai pulled out his sling and took a stone from his pouch.  His eyes scanned the area, but the numerous large objects and other things showed a myriad of hiding places in this maze underground.  But he planned on hunting down Tamar.  When he spotted her, he would strike her with the stone from a distance.  If he crippled one of her legs she would be unable to flee and he could then begin her further punishment.  Yes, he was good with stone and sling, and that would remove her ability to flee.  His eyes hunted for where she was.  The area was well illuminated by some black arts, but that was no matter.  His honor would overcome all wickedness.   He walked onward knowing that Tamar must be hiding somewhere in this large area.  She had to be lurking behind one of the boxes, or other things in this area. 
 
      
 
    Jamie reacted out of instinct.  She knew something horrible had transpired between Tamar and those men in the town square.  Not just the one in charge, with the pointed goatee and the smug attitude, but also that man in the plain clothing.  He had claimed something about parenting and curses.  Jamie did not understand the ways of these primitive people and their obsession with biological reproduction.  They seemed to care more about where the sperm and eggs originated than they did about the person.  In Dome 17, children were loved and cared for by all the adults.  The age-mates of each group were cherished and respected.  After all, children were the future, and the extracorporeal wombs allowed for the best match of egg and sperm, and therefore healthy children.  But this colony ship’s primitive culture was so different.   It was clear that Tamar was deeply hurt and fearful, and that tugged at Jamie’s heart.  No child should be abused like Tamar had been.  But then when the ground opened and the ramp appeared, Jamie was uncertain what was happening.  Tamar walked down the ramp and away from the man who had so emotionally injured her.  Jamie did not really understand the mechanism of that emotional pain, but it was clear the man had done something which traumatized Tamar.  Then to see Shammai run after her, well, that was too much.  Jamie had to act.  She leaped toward the closing ramp and slid down the permalloy metal just as it closed.     
 
      
 
    She slid nearly half-way to the bottom of the ramp before she rolled over and stood up.  Jamie wiped the dust off her hands, face, and clothing.  She wished for some foam sanitizer, an idea she had not had since coming to the colony ship.  The dust on her hands bothered her.   Jamie squatted down and looked at the clean swipe her dive had made.  The floor had once had bright yellow painted stripes across the slightly rippled permalloy ramp, but the paint was faded and only visible where Jamie’s body had wiped the dust away.  No one had been down this ramp for a long while before these events.  She could see the small footprints of Tamar in the dust, and the larger footprints of Shammai.  The ramp completed its noisy descent and lay flat again in the floor as Jamie made it to the bottom.  The area was lit by some electrical lights from recessed places in the ceiling.  The area reminded Jamie of a vehicle garage in Dome 17.  This place was nowhere near as dusty or dry as one of the vehicle garages which opened outward from the dome, but it had the same kind of feel.  She looked around at the hexagonal storage bins, the permalloy cargo crates, and the tarp covered machinery, but there were no obvious vehicles.  She had half expected to see a desert crawler or other fusion powered vehicle here.  On her several adventures to inspect other domes of the dying Earth she had driven those vehicles, and she was reminded of the radiation absorbing materials, goggles, and other gear she would have worn to keep safe from the dangers of Earth.  She thought of those vehicles which had been assembled by the AIs of the dome for use exclusively outside.  They would never enter Dome 17 itself.  The outside gear would have been incinerated as she passed through the elaborate procedure to reenter the dome.  It puzzled her a bit as to why the memories of adventures in the toxic dust of Earth were now so vivid in her mind.  “Maybe it was sliding down that dust?” she thought to herself.  Bringing her attention back to the present she looked for Shammai and Tamar.  No one was visible.  But there were many hiding places in this large garage. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, The Voice said in loud and clear tones, “Want to play a game?” 
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    Round One of the Games 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie halted.  She immediately recognized The Voice and knew something bad was coming.  She had experienced this kind of game before, and a chill went down her back.  She stepped behind a large crate and looked around to watch for what was coming.   
 
      
 
    Shammai had no idea where, or who The Voice was and replied, “Who is there?  I am Shammai, and am here to claim my wife.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie looked around the edge of the crate.  From his speaking, she now knew roughly where Shammai was located, but she could not see him. 
 
      
 
    “There are two test subjects in this game.  Subject A is the male.  Subject B is the female.  This game will employ stimulus and response situations to help establish a baseline for a behavioral phenotype.  Subsequent to these games, advancement and refinement of test subjects will take place,” said The Voice. 
 
      
 
    “Where is the female?”  Shammai yelled out.  That was about the only part of what The Voice had said which he understood.  “Whoever you are, bring her to me immediately.” 
 
      
 
    The entire area went completely dark. 
 
      
 
    Jamie squatted down and made herself as small as possible, not knowing what was coming next.  Shammai on the other hand started to billow in rage.  “This darkness is unacceptable!”  His tones were creaking in fear.  “Return my wife to me, and I will leave without doing you any harm.” 
 
      
 
    “Test subjects will proceed to the illuminated corner of the testing arena,” The Voice said.  A small light popped on in a distant corner.   
 
      
 
    Jamie crept slowly around the crate to see if she could catch sight of Shammai.  She still knew roughly where he was from his yelling.  But her mind was also pondering what The Voice had said. It had said there were two test subjects, a male and female.  “So, where is Tamar?  Is she the female?  Or am I?” Jamie wondered. 
 
      
 
    A loud blaring sound reverberated through the area, then quit.  “Test subjects have ten seconds to reach the lighted area or aversive stimulus will be applied.  Proceed now to the lighted corner of the testing arena.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?”  Shammai yelled out.  He had put the sling away and had pulled out his rod of correction.  He was holding it before him and turning around in quick circles looking for the maker of the words he was hearing.  But there was no physicality to The Voice.  “Show yourself!  You coward!” 
 
      
 
    “You have five seconds to reach lighted corner of testing arena, to avoid aversive stimulus,” The Voice stated.   
 
      
 
    Jamie did not like the sound of “aversive stimulus” after her previous encounters with The Voice.  But she wanted to get the drop on Shammai.  She sidled along the sides of crates and the covered-over machinery working her way toward where it sounded like Shammai was located.  She rounded a corner and could just make out in the dimness what she thought was the figure of Shammai.   
 
      
 
    “Test subjects have failed to comply with instructions.  Aversive stimulus level one applied.” 
 
    
Both Jamie and Shammai screamed out in agony.    
 
      
 
    An electrical shock surged through them.  They collapsed to the floor in separate heaps.  The rod of discipline rolled out of the quivering fingers of Shammai.  The electro shock only lasted a brief moment, but the pain was intense.   
 
      
 
    As soon as Jamie’s hands felt like they were working again, she wiped the blood from her mouth.  She had bitten her tongue when the shock hit her.  There was not excessive blood, but it hurt significantly. 
 
      
 
    “Test subjects will now immediately proceed to the lighted corner of the testing area.  Aversive stimulus will be applied at increasing levels until compliance is achieved,” The Voice stated in its cold artificial manner.  
 
      
 
    Shammai got to his feet quickly and stumbled toward the lighted corner.  He did not think about the lost rod of discipline.  His heart was pounding in fear, because in his mind he was in the clutches of a demon! 
 
      
 
    It took Jamie a bit longer to get to her feet.  She knew somewhat more what she was dealing with, and still wanted to see where Shammai was.  She saw him heading for the light and followed down between rows of crates.  Shammai entered the lighted corner, and stood looking around.   
 
    “I am here!  Where is my wife!”  Shammai yelled out.  “Tamar, come over here or the demon will strike me again!” 
 
      
 
    Jamie stepped forward and called out to Shammai, “I do not think Tamar is here.  But I am.” 
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    Let the Games Begin: Round One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You!”  Shammai yelled and reached onto his belt for his rod of discipline.  It was gone.  He looked down and then remembered it had been lost when he was shocked.  Jamie made her move while he was glancing away. 
 
      
 
    She rushed forward and swung a hard kick toward Shammai’s knees.  He looked up just in time to leap out of the way by twirling sideways.  He then pulled the bone knife from its sheath and glared at Jamie who was crouched and facing him.  
 
      
 
    “I told you what would happen when we met again,” Jamie said.  She was remembering all the times Shammai had hurt people she knew, especially the boys Jacob and Joel.  “There is nowhere for you to escape now.  And I am no little boy for you to bully around.” 
 
      
 
    Shammai held the knife before him, and replied, “Abhorrent woman!  You have no weapons, and you do not have a man to shield you from my wrath this time.  Now is the time to purge your evil from my life!” 
 
      
 
    “Halt!” The Voice cried with overly loud intensity.  “Test subjects cannot harm each other.  That is a violation of the parameters of this game.  Immediately cease hostilities.” 
 
      
 
    Both Jamie and Shammai stepped back a bit.  
 
      
 
    “What are you?”  Shammai asked, not taking his eyes off of Jamie.  
 
      
 
    “You will drop the weapon immediately or face expulsion from the game,” The Voice stated.   
 
      
 
    “I said, what are you?  Are you demon?”  Shammai’s hand was beginning to shake as he held the knife.   
 
      
 
    “Yes!  It is a demon and you will be possessed!”  Jamie said in a low mocking voice. 
 
      
 
    “Aversion stimulus will be applied to both test subjects if the weapon is not discarded immediately,” The Voice said.  That was followed by a very loud screeching sound.  It was painful to hear.     
 
      
 
    Shammai threw the knife to the metal floor.  “Well, it is clear you do not control this demon.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither do you.  This is not over!”  Jamie snarled at Shammai.  Jamie and Shammai glared at each other in mutual dislike.  
 
      
 
    “Test subjects will now begin forced swimming game.” 
 
      
 
    The lights went off in the garage area.  A large door opened in the wall, and orange light flooded out.  Inside was a chamber where the floor gently sloped downward into a long rectangular pool of water.   There were numerous hoses and pipes and fixtures projecting from the walls.  To Jamie it looked like a place where vehicles might have been sanitized, but she was surprised to see the large pool of water.  It was several paces wide and at least a few dozen paces long.  The orange illumination from the ceilings reflected off the water’s dark surface.  At the far end of the pool was a platform and another door. 
 
      
 
    “Please enter the chamber and stand by edge of the water.  Do not enter the water yet.  Game will begin shortly.”  
 
      
 
    “Demon, where is the woman who came here?”  Shammai demanded.  “I must know.” 
 
      
 
    “The human has departed through tunnel 876Vc3,” The Voice replied. 
 
      
 
    “I must join her!  Take me to her!”  Shammai yelled.   “I will not do anything but follow her.”  
 
      
 
    After a brief pause, there came an answer.  “An interesting tangent to this test is the question of aversion as compared to reward.  You would like to join that human?” The Voice asked.  “Would you like to join the human?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!”  Shammai cried.  “She is mine!” 
 
      
 
    “You cannot let him get near her!” Jamie interrupted.  
 
      
 
    “Interesting conflict between test subjects over the human.” 
 
      
 
    There was a long pause, but finally The Voice stated, “Adjustment to game accommodated.  Whichever of you win the games, will be rewarded.   I will assist the winning test subject in joining the human,” the Voice said.  “But you must cooperate with the games.” 
 
      
 
    “What happens to the one who loses?”  Jamie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Losing test subject will remain for further testing and refinement.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie stepped into the chamber with the pool of water.  The Voice had mentioned “forced swimming” and Jamie had no idea how to swim.  There was never enough water in Dome 17 to waste on swimming.  Shammai followed.  The door sealed behind them. 
 
      
 
    “The first test subject to reach the exit door will win this section of the game.  You may begin now,” The Voice stated. 
 
      
 
    Shammai rushed into the water and dove head first and began taking strong strokes with his arms.  He was far ahead when Jamie waded into the water.  She rushed ahead as much as possible, but was soon chest deep in the water.  Walking was hard.  She looked ahead and saw Shammai making steady progress forward with overhand strokes.  As soon as he made it to the center of the pool, a loud mechanical sound started and the water began to flow directly at them.  Jamie felt the water pushing at her and she nearly lost her footing.  She waded over to the edge of the pool and grabbed hold.  There was just enough of a lip on the edge for her to scoot along the edge and against the flow of water.  
 
      
 
    Shammai was stroking the water with ever increasing vigor as the water rushing at him made progress more difficult.  He was still pressing ahead, but at a minimal pace.   After some time, Jamie’s movement along the edge had caught her up to where Shammai was swimming.  But he was nearly at the end of the pool.  
 
      
 
    Shammai reached the end of the pool and pulled himself up onto the platform.  He was exhausted.  Jamie reached the end a moment later, and began to climb.  She was tired, but not as exhausted as Shammai.  He saw her pulling herself up onto the platform and he stood as quickly as he was able.  He was panting hard from the swimming, but as Jamie pulled herself out of the water, he shoved her hard and ran for the door.  Jamie slipped and fell back into the pool, while Shammai reached the door and sat down against it.   
 
      
 
    Jamie floundered in the water for a bit, but the pool suddenly drained away very quickly.  She was left standing in the middle of the pool, water running from her clothing.  
 
      
 
    “Test subject A completed this game.  Test subject B did not.  Ruling for this section of the test is that test subject A only won by inhibiting test subject B.  Test subject A is declared winner of this section.  Let us play more of the game.” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Shammai yelled. “I have won this game of yours; now take me to my wife.” 
 
      
 
    “Ruling is final.  Testing will continue until game is completed,” The Voice replied.     
 
      
 
    A small door in the wall slid open and a silver automacube came rolling outward.  Its appendage was holding a metal tray with a bowl of fruit on it.  Setting the fruit bowl down the automacube retreated into this storage area.   
 
    “Nourishment is provided.  Please consume food for continued testing and completion of game,” The Voice stated.  
 
      
 
    Jamie walked over and took several pieces of food from the tray on the automacube.  Shammai refused to get near the machines.   Jamie sat down, her clothing still dripped with water, but she ate the fruit anyway.  
 
      
 
    “I will not eat from a demon’s table!”  Shammai yelled.  “I must find my wife to take her home!”   
 
      
 
    “Test subjects are not required to consume nourishment.  But it is recommended,” The Voice stated.   
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    Round Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie ate several more pieces of fruit, and her clothing, which had been manufactured by Kurat in medical, was nearly dry before The Voice again called them to the games.  
 
      
 
    Shammai had refused to eat.   His homemade clothing was still soaked with water.  He glared at Jamie, who never took her eyes off of him. 
 
      
 
    “The test subjects will now begin the second phase of this game.”  The door to the garage area opened again, and the lights were extinguished in the room with the water pool.  “Proceed into the testing arena for further instructions.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie walked through the doors, while not turning her back on Shammai.  He grudgingly walked in as well.  The lights in the garage area were lit, but only at about half of the illumination they had had previously.  There were many more shadows and dark places in the large area. 
 
      
 
    “This is the goal,” The Voice said and a spotlight lit up a round platform at one side.  They could see it down the long row of crates and containers.  On the platform sat an object which shimmered in the light of the spot light, casting a spectrum of multiple colors on the crates, and items around it.  “The object of this game is to recover an intact rainbow stone, like the one illuminated.  The rainbow stone consists of four parts: one red, one blue, one yellow, and one white.  Two complete rainbow stones were disassembled for this game and the parts hidden in this testing arena.  The first test subject to successfully assemble one of the hidden rainbow stones and place it with the one on the platform will win this part of the game.  You may begin.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait!  I am sick of these games.  I am Shammai and not a child!  This is belittling to me.  I demand to be released!”  Shammai yelled out while spinning around and gazing about.  The words of The Voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Seeing that Shammai was distracted, Jamie quickly jogged down the aisle toward the displayed rainbow stone.  She wanted to know what she was looking for.  It was an object about the size of her head, and indeed it was made up of four quarter sections: red, blue, yellow, and white.  In some strange way, they reminded her of the automacubes, but she was not sure how.  Looking back down the aisle, Jamie saw that Shammai had not moved but was still turning around expecting an answer.  So, she darted down a dimly lit section and started her search. 
 
      
 
    “It looks like The Voice has some control of the automacubes here, so I will assume those are what hid this rainbow stone,” Jamie thought.  “And they are fairly maneuverable, so...” her mind raced with the possibilities of where the parts could be hidden.  She made her way back to the place where the ramp up to the habitat was located.  She would consider this as the starting point, and search outward from here.  Again, Jamie was reminded of the times she had been on missions to the failed domes on Earth.  Those she carefully searched in methodical ways and had been successful in finding the various secrets of those domes and why they had failed. “How much harder can finding some rainbow stone be than evaluating the death thrones of one of those domes?” 
 
      
 
    She looked, listened, felt, and even smelled for clues.  After walking for a bit around several objects, one of which was a large machine with huge permalloy blades, she squatted down to think.  Upon inspection of the dust on the permalloy floor, she could see the wheel marks of where an automacube had passed.  She decided to follow them to the left and carefully walked along those wheel marks.  Soon she saw that the dust was more disturbed in front of a large object covered over by a tarpaulin.  The automacube had apparently spun about on its six wheels.  By pulling the tarpaulin to the side she could see that underneath was a large engine of some kind, perhaps an old-style generator.  It was too dim to discern the exact function of the engine.  And right on the edge of that generator was a quarter section of the rainbow stone.  Pulling it out, Jamie could see it was white in color.  ‘Now I know how to play’ she smiled to herself as she followed the tracks in the dust.   
 
      
 
    Shammai, not getting any answer to his ranting, finally decided he needed to obey the demon’s demands.  “What had it said? Something about finding some stone?”  He quickly walked to the displayed rainbow stone and looked at it.  He was fearful of the object, since the demon wanted him to find more like it.  But he also did not want to suffer the horrible pain the demon had inflicted on him before.  And his rage at Tamar still burned in his heart.  So, he started to wander about looking for the parts of the rainbow stone.  He hunted for it in a haphazard manner with no rhythm or reason.  “This is a child’s game!  I curse you demon for this disgrace on my person!” he yelled out.  But again, there was no response. 
 
      
 
    Jamie heard the bellowing from Shammai, and was glad she was not near to where he was located.  She continued to follow the faint wheel marks in the dust and again by careful observation was able to recover another quarter section of the rainbow stone.  This one was also white in color.  It had been hidden under a small box which was sitting on the top of a crate.  She could tell the box had been moved, since there was not much dust on top of that box.  “So, I have the white part of both stones.  Now Shammai cannot win.” She was very pleased with herself and she resumed following the wheel marks.  Carrying both quarters of the stone was somewhat clumsy, not because they were heavy, but because they were very slick and somewhat difficult to grasp.  The wheel marks from the automacube abruptly ended as they went straight into a wall.  “There must be a door here,” Jamie thought, but was unable to find anything resembling a door, or the controls for a door.   Jamie turned around and started to retrace her steps.  “This must have been either where the automacube began or ended its little mission of hiding the pieces of the rainbow stone.” 
 
      
 
    There was a sudden crashing sound.  Shammai had knocked over a crate and was rummaging through its contents.  He was grumbling and complaining, but not having any luck in finding a part of the rainbow stone. 
 
      
 
    Jamie had retraced her steps, and was at the point where she had originally intercepted the wheel marks of the automacube. She followed them the other direction.  They wound between and around crates and objects in a twisting pattern, but once again, she saw the telltale marks of where the wheels had spun in a circle as the automacube moved to hide a part of the rainbow stone.  This time it looked like the sides of a crate had been opened.  Jamie placed her fingers into the edge of the crate and pulled, and it popped open with a loud noise.  She quickly squatted down to see if Shammai had heard the popping.  There was no other sound present.  No bellowing from Shammai and no other crashing sounds as he rummaged through the garage. 
 
      
 
    Jamie felt around inside the crate, as it was nearly completely dark inside of it.  Her fingers felt discovered it was filled with many long rectangles of some sort, fairly heavy in weight.  She had no idea what they were, so pulled one out.  By the dim light, she could see written on the side of the rectangle “Deciduous Tree Saplings-stasis-Sugar Maple-X5” whatever that meant.  She knew what trees were, and had heard the boys describe some called maple.  “So, are these baby trees?”  She replaced the rectangular container back into the stack of many other identical containers.   She felt around more.  On top of them was another quarter of the rainbow stone.  Her fingers could tell the difference between the rougher rectangles, and the smoothness of the quarter stone.  She pulled it out of the crate and looked at it in the somewhat brighter light. It too was white in color.  “What?” Jamie asked herself.  The Voice claimed the quarter sections were different colors. 
 
      
 
    Jamie connected the three parts together and held it in one arm.  She continued to follow the wheel marks in the dust.  As she did she got to a point where she was out in an open part of the garage.  She was beginning to think of it as the game arena.  The wheel marks, made a circle, and then continued.  There was no box or crate, or covered over item.  But for some reason the automacube had circled this spot.  Jamie set the three quarter complete rainbow stone down and carefully felt the permalloy of the floor.  Finding a crack with her fingers, she pulled upward and there was another popping sound.  A small door had opened, and inside was another quarter of the rainbow stone.  She pulled it out, and inserted it into the other three sections.  
 
      
 
    The rainbow stone she was holding began to glow.  As she looked she saw that the sections were beginning to take on the colors:  one red, one blue, one yellow, and one white.  “Now, I just get this to the platform,” Jamie thought and started to walk quickly.  The glow from the newly reassembled rainbow stone in her hands was casting light on everything she passed.  She watched the aisles carefully for the spotlight which lit up the platform.  When she saw it, she turned down that aisle and jogged toward her goal.  
 
      
 
    “No!”  Shammai yelled and charged at her from behind some large object covered over by thick sheets of some kind of polymer.  “Give that to me!”  In Shammai’s hands he held a single quarter section.  He had actually found one of the other set.  
 
      
 
    Jamie sprinted away as fast as she could run.  Shammai gave chase.  Jamie reached the platform just prior to Shammai and set the rainbow stone down next to the displayed one.   
 
      
 
    “Test subject B completed this section of the game.  Test subject A did not.  Ruling for this section of the game is that test subject B has won.  Let us play final phase of game,” The Voice said.  
 
      
 
    Shammai swung the quarter section he had been holding directly at Jamie.  She ducked, and landed a punch to Shammai’s midsection.  They both screamed in agony as the electric pulse struck them.   
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    Digging for Treasure       
 
      
 
      
 
    Josiah and about a dozen other people, both citizens of Antioch and Domers, were busy digging over the top of where the ramp had descended into the ground.  Joel and Jacob were bringing cups of water to the diggers.  Sweat was running down Michael’s back as he threw another shovelful of dirt off to the side.   
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, can you assess anything under here yet?”  Michael asked as he plunged the shovel down again. 
 
      
 
    “No Michael, the dirt is too thick.  I have tried various spectrums of frequencies, but this automacube has limited sensing abilities.  From how it appeared, Tamar activated the mechanisms though some non-direct access but there are a myriad of ways for that to have taken place, only a fraction of which I can even attempt to analyze using this automacube’s abilities.”  The AI’s mechanical voice actually sounded a bit worried.  That surprised Michael. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, do you think Jamie is okay?”  He blurted out before he could stop himself.  
 
      
 
    “Michael, I was designed to protect you and Jamie and assist you in our mission.  Jamie is a very capable and intelligent person.  But this situation is unknown.  Until we can open this passage it is unwise to speculate,” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    “Michael!”  Regina called as she walked up to where the digging was happening.  “Brink is still trying, but Theta Four is not going to be any help.  It claims no knowledge of any such ramp or doorway in the town square.  Theta Four consulted Kurat, and it suggested I was hallucinating.  When Brink confirmed what we saw, we got a lecture on mass hallucinations, and even were asked about consumption of some food called psilocybe?”  Regina spread her arms wide in frustration and confusion.  “Well, whatever that is.  Brink was not sure, and it is too far to run out and ask John.  So, talking to those AIs was about worthless.  Brink is still trying, but I do not have much hope.  They both asked repeatedly about Tamar, and when I told them she was the one who opened this thing, neither replied.”  
 
      
 
    “Thanks for trying.  This may never have been part of the transport system anyway, so Theta Four probably would not know about it.  We have Roxanne, who can get us in, when we get this dirt moved,” Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    “Well give me a shovel.  That I can help with,” Regina said.  She walked over to one person who gave up the shovel to take a break.  Regina started digging with enthusiasm.  
 
      
 
    “Michael!”  Josiah yelled out.  “I have found hard metal here!  Should I just use the cutters to open it up?” The big blacksmith had been moving more dirt than any two of the other diggers.  He had exposed an area of permalloy.  He had hardly worked up a sweat and his bulging arm muscles easily threw dirt.   
 
      
 
    Michael jumped over to where the permalloy was exposed.  Roxanne rolled over and into the depression. 
 
      
 
    “Cut me a way in!” Michael said, as he saw Josiah pulling out a vibration saw.  
 
      
 
    “Right away,” Josiah said as he connected the parts of the v-saw together and set it against the permalloy.  Ever since Michael and Jamie had recovered some of the cutting torches and vibration saws, Josiah had become very proficient in using the “tools to cut hard metal” as he called them.  He set the blade of the v-saw into motion and slowly placed it against the permalloy. 
 
      
 
    “Yarguus!" Josiah screamed out as he was thrown backward onto the dirt.  He dropped the v-saw as he fell.  The v-saw was smoking and the blade appeared to be melted.  People rushed around Josiah who was shaking his head and rubbing his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my, that made everything foggy,” he mumbled.  “Can you hear me?  Can anyone hear me?” 
 
      
 
    A young woman named Dessie, who was newly working as Hulda’s apprentice rushed to Josiah’s side.  “Yes, I can hear you.  Just take some deep breaths while I look you over.”  Dessie’s black hair was shoulder length, and she carefully looked at Josiah.  He had no burns, or broken bones, but was still a bit groggy.  She felt his pulse and looked into his nose and ears.  “I think you are okay, but we should take you to see Hulda.  She will know more.  Can you stand up?”  The concern in her blue eyes was obvious.   
 
      
 
    “Lorna, are you here?”  Josiah said as he opened up his eyes.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am here.” Lorna was holding his hand and comforting him.  “I think there was some kind of electrical shock, is that right?”  Lorna looked around.   
 
      
 
    “I registered an electrical discharge from inside the permalloy as Josiah attempted to cut it open,” Roxanne stated.  “I agree with Dessie, that Josiah needs to seek medical attention for possible electro-shock injuries,” Roxanne stated.  “The risk is of serious injury is minimal, but real.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, you are going to see Hulda,” Lorna said as she helped Josiah get to his feet.  Dessie held him from the other side and together they walked him away from the digging area.  
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Michael,” Josiah said in a somewhat weakened voice.  
 
      
 
    “Josiah, you be well!”  Michael said, but kept his attention on the exposed permalloy. 
 
      
 
    “There appears to be a force shield of rudimentary configuration running through this permalloy. It is similar to the Rutherford-MacGreggor prototype force shields of the late twenty-first century. The mechanism of the vibration saw triggered its response.  Human contact is insufficient to trigger response.  Michael, I can easily circumvent that force shield to take readings.  May I attempt to do so?” Roxanne said.  Michael nodded.  The arm on the automacube extended outward, pulling a thin cable with a gelled pad on the end. The appendage then swiveled, and connected the cable to the permalloy.  The cable lit up.  “I have made connection and can run a limited number of scans.  There is a pneumatic lift system which operates this ramp.” 
 
      
 
    “So, open it up and we go after Jamie,” Michael said.  
 
      
 
    “I cannot directly initiate the opening sequences.  I cannot disable the force shield.  I have to utilize paced bursts for scanning and control of this system.  I can order the ramp to open, but it will do so drastically, and then immediately fall back into place.  With the force shield in operation, I cannot keep the opening sequence in place long enough for the automacube carrying me to enter.  At top speed, the automacube has a ninety-six percent chance of being crushed by the closing ramp, and that is a better chance than you would have of avoiding being crushed,” Roxanne stated.  
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, we must get in there.  Is there no way to do so?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “There is a way that offers about a fifty percent chance of success.  It will mean sacrificing this automacube, and my being removed from the current data stick reader.  It is a three-step process.  First: Program the two-phased action of the automacube, to send the opening initiation pulse on a time delay.  Second:  You must remove the Atomic Level Processor which contains my core essence.  Third: when the ramp opens, the second phase of the automacube’s programming will happen.  It will directly touch the force shield.  The automacube will be destroyed by the discharge of electricity, but the ramp will be slowed enough to allow one human to jump through with a fifty-two percent chance of successfully avoiding being crushed by the lowering ramp,” Roxanne replied.  “That is the best scenario I can offer.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we do this, and I take your ALP and a data stick reader with me.  Inside I reinsert you and you will still be able to help me, right?”  Michael asked.  
 
      
 
    “But I am not going to ask anyone to brave this jump with me.  A fifty-fifty chance is not very good odds.” 
 
      
 
    “I will go,” Regina said.  Several others said similar things, both Domers and people originally from Antioch.  Jamie was well-liked by many people. 
 
      
 
    “With added humans attempting to enter, it decreases success potential for all by forty-one percent.  So, Michael, the best chance is with only one human attempting the jump.  And yes, if the ALP is reinserted in a data stick reader, I will be able to offer limited assistance.  That assistance will be less than I can offer working in this automacube.” 
 
      
 
    “Michael, I will run and get that data stick reader thing you need,” Joel offered.   
 
      
 
    “I will get it faster,” Jacob argued.   
 
      
 
    Michael checked the backpack he had.  Inside was the weapon he affectionately called the Willie Wacker, a fusion pack, and a sword.  Those should be enough, but he did need the data stick reader.  
 
      
 
    “Okay boys, you both race to my cabin, and get one of the data stick readers, and carefully bring it back here.  And the cutting torch.  Oh, and bring me some dried food.  Who knows how long it will take to hunt down Jamie,” Michael said.  
 
      
 
    The boys ran off as fast as their bare feet could carry them. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, we need to get in there.  Can you have the automacube programmed and ready by the time the boys get back?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “It already is.  Let me know when you are ready,” Roxanne replied.  “The Atomic Level Processor is prepared and ready to be disengaged from reader.” 
 
    . 
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    Winner and Loser 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie awoke on her side on the floor.  Drool was pooling around her mouth.  It took her a few moments to orientate herself to where she was located.  The Voice and “underground” and “followed Shammai” and “protecting Tamar” all were blurred around the edges of her consciousness.  She opened her eyes, and then closed them again.  There was a very bright light flashing at slightly irregular intervals. 
 
      
 
    “Test subjects will not do violence to each other,” The Voice stated. 
 
      
 
    Jamie rolled over and tried to cover her eyes.  She heard Shammai groaning from not far away.  She could tell they were still in the underground chamber, the garage, but at the opposite end from the ramp.  The flashing light was quite annoying.  But in the flickering light she could see that this far end was free of crates, boxes, or other packed-up machinery. 
 
      
 
    “This last section of the game is testing your reactive recognition while under hyper-stimulation conditions.  Stand up and prepare for the game,” The Voice commanded.  The flashing light stopped and a dim illumination replaced it.  “These are your starting places.”  Two small squares lit up in the floor.   
 
      
 
    “Step into the starting places and stand on the illuminated tile.  When you are in place more instructions will be given.  Move now or aversive stimulus will be applied.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie got up and she noticed that so did Shammai.  They each stepped onto an illuminated square tile.  The two were standing right next to each other. 
 
      
 
    “The game consists of these rules.  The goal is to reach this target,” The Voice announced.  A rectangle appeared on the distant wall.  “You may only step on illuminated tiles which are blue.  The tile underneath each of them changed to blue color.  You may not step on the red illuminated tiles. The tile then changed to red color.  If you step on a red tile, there will be an aversive stimulus applied,” The Voice stated.  
 
      
 
    The permalloy floor between them and the large rectangle on the far wall suddenly was illuminated with a multitude of red and blue tiles.  Each tile was a different size, and there was no discernible pattern to the colors on the floor.  A low hum sounded throughout the area.  Then the dim lights went out, and the bright irregular flashing lights resumed. 
 
      
 
    The visual sequence was bizarre.  There was bright, nearly-blinding light, then no lights but the red and blue glowing from the floor.  Then it repeated. There was bright, nearly-blinding light, then no lights but the red and blue glowing from the floor.   It was disconcerting. 
 
      
 
    “The game has begun.  The winner of this phase will win the game,” The Voice stated.  
 
      
 
    Jamie looked down at the floor and took her first step onto a blue tile.  That was when Shammai called, “Witch woman!”  
 
      
 
    Jamie turned to see what he was up to, and as she looked at him, he spat a huge spray of globs into her eyes and face.  She put up her hands to block the sputum which came at her, but she was slightly too slow.   Some phlegm struck right into her eyes.  She stumbled a bit.  Her foot slipped onto a red tile.  The aversive stimulation was the electric shock again.  It was not as powerful as before, but jolted her with pain.  She wiped her eyes, and looked around.   
 
      
 
    Shammai was several paces ahead of her and moving quickly toward the goal.  Jamie looked down and took steps onto the blue tiles.   The humming sound became louder and louder as she watched her feet to place them correctly.  The flashing lights got more irregular and varied in intensity.  Between the noise, and the lights, and the watching of her footsteps she progressed along.  But when she was still several paces away, the lights all went dark.  No more lighted floor tiles.  No more brilliant flashing lights.  No more sound.  It was utterly dark and quiet. 
 
      
 
    Then came the words of The Voice.  “Test subject A has completed this game successfully.  Test subject B has not.  Test Subject A will be rewarded by assistance in finding the human.  Test subject B will remain in arena for further games.” 
 
      
 
    A doorway opened near the wall where Shammai was standing.  He stepped into it, and the door slid closed behind him.  Jamie raced for the door, but as it closed the whole area went completely dark. 
 
      
 
    “No!”  Jamie yelled as she pounded her fist on the closed door.  “No!” 
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    A Leap of Faith 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joel and Jacob came racing back to the hole where Michael and the others were standing.  They were carrying arm loads of things.  
 
      
 
    “We saw Josiah. Hulda says he is not hurt, but should rest,” Jacob said somewhat out of breath.  “But here is the reader thing.  We got two.  And a cutting torch, and this funny tool thing, and…” 
 
      
 
    “And Lindsey put all this food stuff together.  She and her parents are making more food to bring out here for everyone,” Joel said. 
 
      
 
    Michael carefully packed what he could into his backpack.  The brothers had brought much more than he could carry.  But he was glad for their help, and for hearing about Josiah.  He left a bit of room in his backpack for the Atomic Level Processor which he would remove from the top of the automacube.  It was not very big, but he wanted to make sure it was secure and padded for his jump onto the ramp as it opened.  
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, are we ready to do this?"  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Michael.  When you remove the ALP, the automacube will initiate the programming.  You will have thirty seconds before the ramp comes up.  It will come up rapidly, so the light on the automacube will flash five seconds before the ramp comes up.  When the ramp is open, the automacube will connect to the permalloy directly, and like the vibration saw, the force shield will respond.  This should allow you time to enter the ramp before it crashes shut.  I am sorry there was not a safer way to do this,” Roxanne the artificial intelligence replied.  “I will be unable to interact with you until reconnected to a data stick reader.  You may begin when ready.” 
 
      
 
    Michael looked out at the small crowd around him.  Faces that he had known for a long while, like Regina and Lorna, and faces which were new, but still meant a great deal to him.  He smiled at the boys Joel and Jacob.  They smiled back. 
 
      
 
    “I will be back. Jamie with me!”  Michael said.  “Thanks, everyone for everything.  You better back up.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay Roxanne, I am removing the ALP.”  Michael manipulated the machine on the back of the automacube and placed the small ALP into his backpack and strapped it on.  A rumbling came from deep under his feet.  The ground shook a bit.  The bright light lit up on the top of the automacube. 
 
      
 
    The ramp came hurling upward and the passage opened before him.  Dirt was flying all around. Unlike when Tamar, Shammai, and Jamie had gone down this ramp, this time it was completely dark inside.  There was a brief movement to Michael’s right as the automacube pushed into the ramp’s edge.  There was a sizzling sound, and a smell of burning metal and circuitry.  Michael leaped into the blackness and at the same moment felt the top of the ramp coming down on him.  He pushed with his hands, and fell downward. 
 
      
 
     The ramp descended very quickly, faster than Michael fell, but he was able to push himself away from the falling ceiling and down the ramp.  So not only was he falling, but he was sliding down the ramp as it fell.  His heart raced as he dropped into the darkness.  The stop at the bottom was both abrupt and painful. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my, that hurts!” Michael cried out as the falling slide stopped and he rolled over onto his backpack.  He looked around and there was just a hint of light streaming down from above him.  The broken and crushed remains of the automacube were jammed in the edge of the ramp’s opening allowing a tiny sliver of light to fall into the darkness.  It was not enough to see anything by, but was just a bright line across the dark ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Counting his bones, and stretching his muscles, Michael knew he had survived the fall, even though he had gained a few bruises that he would feel for days.  He opened his backpack and took out the fusion pack.  Switching on its light he passed the beam across the large space he had entered.   
 
      
 
    “Michael!”  Jamie yelled out as she came bounding out of the darkness.  She threw her arms and legs around him and hugged him tightly.  “How did you get in?” 
 
      
 
    “Jamie!” He hugged her tightly and tears ran down his face.  “You are alive!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and not too beat up.  But how did you get in?”  Jamie asked again. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne figured it out,” Michael said as he returned the hug.  He then looked upward at the line which was still visible and the crushed remains of the automacube. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne?”  Jamie asked, some fear in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “No, the AI is okay.  That is just the automacube.  I have to reassemble Roxanne here.”  Michael pulled out the data stick reader and installed the Atomic Level Processor.  An image appeared over the top of the mechanism. 
 
      
 
    “Well Michael, it looks like we survived the entry.  And you have already found Jamie,” Roxanne stated. 
 
      
 
    “And now we have to hunt for a way out of here,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “Michael, we need to go after Shammai.  The Voice is helping him, and they are after that girl Tamar,” Jamie was emphatic in her statements.  “I am so glad you got this place opened, but we need to stop Shammai.  We must hunt him down and stop him.” 
 
      
 
    “The Voice was here?”  Michael was suddenly even more worried.  “Are you sure you are okay?” 
 
      
 
    “We just played games,” Jamie smiled at Michael in the dim light of the fusion pack and the illumination from Roxanne.  But her lips trembled a bit from the fear and anxiety interacting with The Voice had caused. “Shammai left through a door over there.”  Jamie pointed to the wall.  They walked over to the wall, Jamie carrying the data stick reader and Roxanne.  “Roxanne, can you scan any of this stuff in here?”  Jamie inquired. 
 
      
 
    “I am very limited in what I can do in this form,” Roxanne replied.  “Is there another automacube nearby?  I could pressure link into one of those systems.  I learned a great deal about subverting the old systems when installed in the previous automacube.” 
 
      
 
    “There is a room off of this one with a pool of water, and in there was a door.  Behind that was an automacube.  But I am not even sure where that room with the pool is located.  There are many crates and lots of stuff stored down here. Maybe we can locate one in this room?”  Jamie started to look at the boxes and crates.  Then it came to her mind.  “The rainbow stone!” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?”  Michael asked.  He was puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, one of The Voice’s games involved this rainbow stone.  But The Voice used an automacube to hide the pieces.  If we follow the marks in the dust we can find that automacube.” 
 
      
 
    They walked along while shining the fusion pack’s light onto the dust in the floor.  After what seemed like an eternity, they did come across the faint disturbances in the dust. 
 
      
 
    “But I cannot tell which way it went,” Jamie said. 
 
      
 
    “My visual perception is better than yours,” Roxanne stated. “The automacube traveled from our right to the left.  Keep the beam focused on the wheel marks, and I can easily follow this trail,” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    And so, Jamie carried the AI and Michael walked along.  They followed the winding path until they came to a blank wall of permalloy. 
 
      
 
    “Set the data reader against the wall, and spread the light beam over its surface.  I will see what I can observe,” Roxanne instructed.  Jamie set it down, and Michael shined the beam across the wall. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot see anything,” Michael said.   
 
      
 
    “It is a very faint space where the door revealed,” Roxanne replied.  “Place your hand on the wall and I will direct you were the edge is located.  You can then cut the door open.” 
 
      
 
    Michael followed Roxanne’s directions.  He still could neither see nor feel where the door opened.  Jamie got out the molecular torch, and kind of smiled at it. 
 
      
 
    “So, how many holes are we going to cut in this old ship?” Jamie asked as the molecular torch smoothly cut the door out of the permalloy wall. 
 
      
 
    “As many as we need to.  At least this time I brought the right tools,” Michael replied.  He liked to watch Jamie work; she was skilled with her hands and very dexterous.  The section of the door she cut loose fell with a clang to the floor.  Inside was a storage compartment.  They shined the fusion pack’s light in and saw several automacubes.  There was a blue one, an orange one, and a yellow one. 
 
      
 
    “So, Roxanne, which automacube do we use for you?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Michael, from what I have learned, the color of the automacube has to do with its core functioning.  I understood the blue one before.  I will stick to that one,” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    Jamie stifled a laugh. “Roxanne, are you making a joke?  Since the ALP looks like a stick, and we are going to stick you on this?” 
 
      
 
    “I am pleased you are amused, but the pun was unintentional,” Roxanne replied.   
 
      
 
    Michael placed the data stick reader, which was holding the ALP, onto the top of the blue automacube.  The image Roxanne used lit up the storage area completely.  
 
      
 
    “I shall now pressure link into the automacube’s systems,” Roxanne stated. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting.  I am encountering moderate resistance.  Resistance overcome.  Magnetic seals applied from data stick reader to automacube.  Integrating systems under my control.  Atomic Level Processor secured and defended.” 
 
    The automacube spun around on its six wheels and pulled out from the storage area.  The appendage on the top rotated about and then folded itself back down.  “The resistance encountered was different than the previous automacube.  I believe it was a rear-guard fragment of one of the Eschaton’s artificial intelligences.  I shall have to process this information as we hunt for our objective.” 
 
      
 
    “So, where is that doorway Shammai went through?”  Michael said.  “This hunt is on!” 
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    On the Trail 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamar and the yellow automacube proceeded quickly away from the garage where the ramp had been located.  She then stopped.  She was at an intersection of several long hallways.  They were nicely illuminated but had musty air and an old, unused feeling about them.  Her mind was set now.  The news she had heard about her father, or who she thought was her father, and the way she had been treated settled the matter.  She would seek out Zeus, as that machine in Gath had instructed her to do. 
 
      
 
    Tamar laid her hand on the yellow automacube, and she thought about Zeus.  All she knew was what that other injured machine had told her.  She just thought the name, Zeus.  The yellow automacube responded and its wheels spun and led her down a diagonal hall. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my friend.  Lead me to Zeus, and away from these threats.  You are such a wondrous machine,” Tamar said aloud.  The appendage on the automacube wagged side to side when she spoke.  As she walked along, the lights behind her gently faded out and the ones ahead of her slowly lit up so that the areas around her were always a radiant glow of light.  Reaching a doorway, the yellow automacube jacked a cable into the wall.  The doors opened to reveal a large room.  It was several paces wide, and about twice that many deep.  Many people could be in this room.  Tamar did not recognize it as a large supply elevator.  Tamar stepped inside, and was followed by her guide which rolled in and then turned about on its wheels.  The yellow automacube jacked into the port near the door.  The doors closed and the elevator began to rise.  
 
      
 
    Tamar had never ridden in an elevator before, but since it was a machine she felt safe and secure.  She laid her hand on the display screen near the door, and she could sense the movement.  The display lit up with symbols which blinked on and off.  In her mind’s eye, she knew the elevator was rising quickly in an arc following the contours of the outside of the habitat.  Each symbol was for a different place that the elevator could stop, but she knew her friend the machine was taking her where she needed to go.  The soft and gentle light on the elevator was soothing on her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You are taking me to the top of the world!  Oh, how marvelous.  And this is where we will find Zeus?”  Tamar leaned up against the wall as the elevator sped away.  Her hand gently caressed the wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *  *  *   
 
      
 
      
 
    Sometime later, Shammai entered that same hallway where Tamar had been.   
 
    “The human went this way, I will take you to her,” The Voice said.  The lights snapped on immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Thus, you are under my thrall, now?” Shammai stated.  “You will do as I command?” 
 
      
 
    “I will take you to the human, that was the reward,” The Voice stated.  The words were coming from overhead of Shammai.  He looked down the hallway, and was startled.  This was not Antioch, nor Media.  There was something soft, almost like very short spongy grass, along the floor, but not plants. It felt more like clothing.  The walls were a light creamy color and made from something Shammai had never felt before. 
 
      
 
    “So, where is my wife?” Shammai demanded as he looked down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “I will lead you to the human,” The Voice replied.  “That was the reward.” 
 
      
 
    “Well make it quick!  I order you to bring me my wife now!” Shammai demanded.   
 
      
 
    “Observe the walls for this symbol,” The Voice stated.  An illuminated arrow appeared at the top edge of a wall.  It was pointing down the hall.  “Follow where the arrow points and that will lead you to the human.  The pace is your choice.  The reward is fulfilled.  I do not wish to converse with you any longer.” 
 
      
 
    Shammai hurried down the hall watching for the illuminated arrows.  When they pointed to a turn, he took it.  When he reached the elevator doors, there were arrows on both sides pointing at the door.  
 
      
 
    “What do I do here?  Where is my woman?”  Shammai yelled out. 
 
      
 
    The Voice did not reply, but a symbol of a hand lit up next to the elevator door. 
 
      
 
    Shammai looked around in fear.  His heart was troubled and his mind was doubtful.  But he did not think he could return the way he had come, and the demon did make a promise to him.  He had tricked the demon, and so he felt a small measure of confidence that the demon would obey him.  But just to be sure he yelled out.  “Demon, if you have deceived me, I shall catch a fish, and take its inners and burn them on an altar.  That smoke will smite you.  Do you hear me demon?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response.  “So, you fear me so much you fail to respond.  Well, if I am tricked, I will burn those organs to smite you.  Remember that demon.  Remember!” 
 
      
 
    Shammai put his hand over the hand symbol.  The door to the elevator opened, it was dark inside.  Shammai stepped inside.  “Is my woman in here?”  He looked around and saw nothing.  He stepped deeper inside.  The doors closed quickly behind him.  He turned and pounded at the door.   The elevator rushed away.  Shammai screamed in fear. 
 
      
 
    Inside the dark room, Shammai suddenly saw the blinking of an evil eye looking at him from the wall.  That eye was blinking in a steady rhythm as if it were a beast ready to devour him.  “The demon is here!”  His screaming faded into silent fear as he dropped to the floor of the elevator and trembled.  He wanted to look away from the blinking of the demon’s eye, but he was too frightened to look away.   The terrifying steady blinking of that glowing demon eye continued.   The trembling he experienced was in part due to his nerves and in part due to the movement of the mechanisms which propelled the elevator upward.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sometime later, Jamie and Michael, with Roxanne rolling along, came upon the door out of the garage.  The blue automacube extended a cable and jacked into a small port near the door. 
 
      
 
    “I can easily open this door.  Beyond is a service corridor.  Shall we proceed?”  Roxanne asked.  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Jamie said.   
 
      
 
    The door opened and the hallway ahead was lit up.  Roxanne unplugged from the wall and led them ahead.  
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, how are you tracking Shammai and Tamar?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have reprogrammed the automacubes mechanical olfaction to scan for the biological pheromones.  The automacube has a rudimentary olfaction system originally designed for detection of fires, chemical spills, and noxious vapor leaks.  Altering that to trace biologicals was not complicated.   There were only four individual groupings of biological pheromones in this area.  I identified yours and Jamie’s and am assuming the other two are Tamar and Shammai,” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    “So, we are tracking Shammai by his stink?” Jamie laughed out loud.  “That is perfect!”   
 
      
 
    “In a simplistic manner, yes Jamie, we are hunting down Shammai by his stink,” Roxanne replied.   
 
      
 
    The three of them proceeded down the hallway, turned and went to the elevator doors.  Roxanne had the automacube jack into the slot near the door.  “The olfactory trail ends at this doorway.  This is an elevator.  According to the logged history of this elevator, which I have just accessed, it has been activated twice in the last forty-seven years.  Both times were recently and both times this elevator went to the same destination,” Roxanne reported.  
 
      
 
    “So, that was Tamar and then Shammai.  So how is Shammai following Tamar?  We could not do it without Roxanne.”  Michael was puzzled.  
 
      
 
    “Michael, The Voice said it would lead Shammai to the human.  The Voice must be showing him the way,” Jamie replied.  “That is odd for The Voice to do anything helpful.  It did say it was a reward for winning the game.” 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, we must catch him,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    The door to the elevator opened, and the three of them entered.  Once inside, Roxanne had the blue automacube connect a cable to the slot.  The doors shut and the elevator sped away. This time it was fully illuminated inside, and the blinking of the symbols near the door elicited no cries of fear or terror.   
 
      
 
    “The elevator log is a fascinating source of data.  I am keeping a record of all this information.  This elevator is located in the outer hull of Habitat One:  Coastal Plains.  We are proceeding in what is the gravitational direction of upward.  It is also distal to the basic ground level of the habitat.  We departed from sublevel one, of six sublevels,” Roxanne reported. 
 
      
 
    “So where are we headed?  Do you have a schematic or something like that?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “No visual schematics are available; although I could assemble one after further data is acquired.  The elevator will stop at what is the most distal level of the habitat.  That is the location of the mechanisms for the sky tube, a water system, and according to the elevator’s log, also the location of the Reproduction and Fabrication Zone,” Roxanne reported.  
 
      
 
    “So, Jamie, that is one of the places Regina and Brink were looking for to get answers about the data stick problems.  Am I recalling that correctly?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think so.  One of the ships old AIs, with some mythological name,” Jamie could not remember all the details. 
 
      
 
    “Regina and Brink related that one goal was to reach an artificial intelligence system with the nomenclature Zeus, in the Reproduction and Fabrication Zone,” Roxanne related.  “I can replay those conversations if you wish.  We still have almost another thousand meters to travel in the elevator.”     
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    Above it All 
 
      
 
      
 
    The elevator door opened and the yellow automacube rolled out and away.  Tamar stepped out and caught herself.    She thought she was about to fall from a great height, but then she realized that the floor under her was absolutely clear.  She knelt down and knocked on the floor.  It was solid, and as hard as anything she had ever felt.  She could see very far below was a green world.  She could make out the edges of the wall which receded away.  Looking up she could see the hard metals of the ceiling.  It was the normal color.  But looking down, it was perfectly clear.   It almost took her breath away, as it was so awe inspiring to be so high over everything, and so very near the sky and the top of the whole world.  Her mind did not understand all she was seeing.  Looking to the sides, she saw that they were the hard metal walls, but underneath her, it was like looking out over the vast plains, and yet looking down.  It was confusing and amazing at the same time.  She felt the walls with her hands, and they felt the same as the floor she could see straight through.  Looking ahead, she saw that the yellow automacube had rolled on.  In a way, it looked almost like it was floating in midair.   A few paces beyond the automacube was a doorway, made of the colored hard metals.  Tamar rubbed her hands against the edge of the door near the elevator.  She said, “My dearest friend, you have shown me a wonderful sight.  But this thing below me is too much for me to understand.  Please close up this view.” 
 
      
 
    The transparent floor suddenly took on the look of regular hard metal.  The yellow automacube had reached the door across the way and had opened it.  Tamar now noticed that above the door were the words, “Solar Tube Access Station: Reactor One” she walked quickly across what had been the view downward.  She entered the door, and closed it behind her. 
 
      
 
    Tamar was on a promenade which stretched off in both directions for a long distance.  It had rails on both sides.  Directly in front of her were chairs in front of a long bench.  But beyond the bench, past the guard rails, she looked at the largest machines she had ever seen.  They were larger than anything she could imagine.  Yet, her mind made sense of them intuitively.  She was up by the sky tube, what some rarely called, the sun. From below, it seemed to be far away, unreachable, untouchable, unknowable.  Yet now here she was.  The sky tube was a humongous machine.  In her mind’s eye she saw a gigantic, long tube made of the clear hard metal stretching away for as far as the world.  Inside the tube were strange gases and vapors she had no names for.  How she knew this, she had no idea, but the diagrams in her brain clearly showed her how it all functioned, even when she had no words to describe it.  At one end of the sky tube was a vast engine which generated a large amount of heat.  This heat changed the exotic gases inside the enormous sky tube, and that caused even more light and more heat to be released.  The sky tube was stretched all the way across the long part of the world.  Her mind even understood the cycles of varying dimness at night.  It all made sense now.  It was complexly beautiful, and yet so very simple to her mind.   She longed to touch the actual sky tube, but she knew there were thick and heavy shields of the hard metal between her and the sky tube.  Those protected this place from excessive heat. 
 
      
 
    There were several chairs along a counter which had display screens, buttons, levers, and gauges of all kinds.  Just the monitors and manual controls for the big machine, her mind told her.  Tamar sat in one of the chairs and stretched out her arms across the panels.  “This is all mine!” she murmured into the controls.  She fell asleep caressing the control panels. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Commander.  I am Icarus.  How may I assist you?”  A new AI’s words came from the display screens.  The image was of a dark-skinned man with black coverings over his eyes.   
 
      
 
    Tamar awoke from her nap.  “Another talking machine!  This is splendid.” 
 
      
 
    “It has been a long time since a command level inspection.  The solar tube system for this habitat is functioning at optimum levels.  Heat, full spectrum, and lunar mimicry are all well within operational parameters.  Do you require assessment of other habitat’s solar systems?  I can attempt linking to those systems; however, I have not been in contact with other artificial intelligences for a long time.  How may I assist you?  How may I assist you?  How may I assist you?”  
 
      
 
    “You can tell me all about this wonderful machine.  The sky tube!  You are simply astounding,” Tamar replied.  
 
      
 
    “The solar tube is the core system which..." Icarus began.  
 
      
 
    The arm of the yellow automacube extended out and poked Tamar gently in the side.  It then began to roll away.  Tamar looked at it, smiled and nodded, and then looked back to the display.  “Icarus, first I must go see Zeus, but I will come back to talk to you.” 
 
      
 
    “As you command.  Zeus is the artificial intelligence designed to operate the Reproduction and Fabrication Zone.  As I stated, I have not been in contact with any other artificial intelligences for a long time.  All my systems are operating at optimum efficiency. The solar tube system for this habitat is functioning at optimum levels.  Heat, full spectrum, and lunar mimicry are all well within operational parameters.  How may I assist you?  How may I assist you?  How may I assist you?  How may I assist you?”  Icarus replied. 
 
      
 
    “Please keep doing such a wonderful job,” Tamar purred to Icarus. 
 
      
 
    “By your will, Commander, Commander, Commander, Commander,” Icarus replied.  The image of the man on the screen flickered and jerked and was gone.   
 
      
 
    Tamar followed the automacube as it proceeded a long way across the promenade to another door.  This door was marked “Primary Reproduction and Fabrication.” Tamar placed her hands against the door and it swung open to reveal a large rectangular room.  Passing the yellow automacube, Tamar entered the room.  To Tamar’s left side of the room was a multitude of conveyor belts and rollers in a complex system with multiple levels reaching all the way to the ceiling.  It was quiet now, but in her mind, she could see how it would be when operating.  Things would be moving toward the center.  There were chutes coming from the walls and ceiling with openings onto various places on the conveyor belts.  Tamar was fascinated as in her mind she watched the belts moving along and the turning of rollers and pulleys and gears.  Whatever was to be moved would be gently brought to the center of the room.  
 
      
 
    In the center of the room was a very complex machine.  First, were a series of arches over the conveyors.  These arches had lights and dish-shaped objects, and other things pointing at the conveyor.  Then there was a large flat area, very polished and silvery, where things would have slid off the end of the conveyors.  A large cylinder-shaped machine was situated over the flat area.   It had nozzles at the end of flexible and ribbed tubing, and mechanical arms with which to pick up items, with an additional multitude of other tools which could extend or retract. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome Commander.  I am Zeus,” a large, deep voice said from overhead.  Tamar could see no screen or displays.  
 
      
 
    “Hello, Zeus.  I see this machine, and I can tell how it works, but what do you do?”  Tamar asked.  
 
      
 
    “The Commander should be familiar with my operations.  My primary function is reproduction and fabrication.  When I was fully capacitated I could operate any of the one hundred satellite reproduction facilities in this habitat.  Each is very much like Primary Reproduction and Fabrication.  They are places where mechanical units and items are repaired or replaced.  Are you here to reestablish links and coupling to the satellite facilities?”  Zeus asked.  
 
      
 
    “I was told to come here by a machine in Gath,” Tamar answered. 
 
      
 
    “I have indirectly observed the minimal functionality of the artificial intelligence system in that location for some time.  It is failing.  I have sent offers of assistance, but they have not been answered.  No links or couplings are available.  There appears to be physical damage to those systems, probable collateral damage from human warfare.  I have only been able to infer functionality of a few other artificial intelligences:  Mary Celeste in navigation, Mister Green Jeans in Terraforming and Restoration Zone, and possibly others.  Primary intelligence systems leave larger traces than secondary.  Some primary and secondary intelligence systems are missing entirely,” Zeus stated. 
 
      
 
    “Who?”  Tamar asked in confusion.  “Are you saying that there are still more machines?  Are those the other talking machines?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander. The lattice is at your command, however, as you must be aware, there has been structural damage.  But I have designed a plan to replicate what is needed.  Why were you sent here, Commander?”  Zeus asked.  “Am I being de-commissioned?  Has my service been of some inadequate manner?”   
 
      
 
    “I do not know why that machine sent me here,” Tamar replied. 
 
      
 
    “I can still function from this location.  I have not been able to link to the satellite facilities, but I am still of service to you, Commander.  I have been studying the history.  I can monitor 76% of this habitat, and interact with 41% of non-artificial intelligence machinery.  I also have built ways to send items to three of the eight habitats.  I have arranged for items in this habitat which are broken or need replacement, to be sent here to primary via the gravity manipulation tube system, or via pneumatic operations.  I will then assess the items, and make duplicates or make replacement parts.  The item is either rebuilt and returned, or is replaced and returned.  I can still fulfill reproduction and fabrication responsibilities,” Zeus stated.  “May I show you the latest project?  I am sure you will be pleased with this operation, for I am following in the human historic tradition.  I cannot stress how important this reproduction is.  Please do not decommission me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, show me what you have been doing,” Tamar said with glee.  She applauded her hands together. 
 
      
 
    A loud humming sound began from the cylinder at the center.  The conveyer belts started to turn, and the rollers made additional noises. 
 
      
 
    “There have been only minimal calls for reproduction of mechanical units, and that has allowed me to study history and come to conclusions about proper objectives of reproduction and fabrication.  So, I have initiated the current plan.  The plan incorporates the ideals of the New Canaan Movement, ‘Fight the good fight, press on, and finish the race.’” Zeus stated.  Then the artificial intelligence went on.  “The original models were brought here to fit into the new replication and fabrication plan.  The originals were discarded after pattern and replication design was established in memory core.  So, I will show you the replications.  After studying history, it was seen that the natural state for humanity is war.  The primary motivation for war is religion.  This was proven as war broke out on the Eschaton.  There were no command overrides so it was assumed that the war was desired by ruling class.  Initially the humans claimed a solitary religious view.  But then replacement crews arrived and the humans divided into two groups in this habitat:  Trusters and Orthodox.  Those names are meaningless.  Their war was incomplete.  I am sorry if I failed to assist in completion of the war.  Reviewing the data records and history, I discovered the reason the failure of completion happened.  Neither group was able to follow the historical ideal which was found in the records. ‘Now go and attack, and utterly destroy all that they have; do not spare them, but kill both man and woman, child and infant, ox and sheep, camel and donkey.’  So, I have been in reproduction and fabrication of conditions to complete the war.” 
 
      
 
    Tamar looked on in serene amazement as the talking machine spoke to her.  Her mind was enraptured by the complexity of the machines, and by the realization that the machines obeyed her.  That must mean that they loved her.  Yes, she could tell they were obedient, and that radiating obedience out from the machine was for her.  No one had ever obeyed her willingly before.  Therefore, they loved her.  For love was about obedience, and the machines were obedient to her and to her every command.  They submitted to her as was proper for any to submit to the superior.  Tamar had finally found someone who loved her as she had been taught about love. 
 
      
 
    Her mind ignored most of the words Zeus was saying as she basked in the love she had never had or experienced before.  Someone finally obeyed her, and that meant love.  She paid some attention to the nozzles and arms coming from the cylindrical machine which started quickly working.  They were almost a blur and they worked fashioning something on the shiny silvery surface.  As it took shape, Tamar realized it looked much like a human body. 
 
      
 
    “You have made a woman?”  Tamar asked in surprise. A bit of fear was also creeping into her mind as she wondered about this talking machine, Zeus. 
 
      
 
    “I have fabricated a replication of a body which looks to be a human female.  It was modeled off an actual body that was brought here,” Zeus stated.  And there was what looked like a dead woman’s body lying on the silvery surface.  That body was of a young woman with dark hair.  It was conveyed onward a bit, as the nozzles and arms whirled into motion making another object.   
 
      
 
    “I then took this body and dismembered it.  I then mark it with appropriate words, and sent it to one group of humans.” A blue beam of light split the body into sections, but there was no blood.  “This process will reproduce conditions which lead to war.  I then used a different model, and did the same thing to the opposing humans to reproduce conditions for war,” Zeus stated.  “I estimate full-scale war will begin with only a few more interventions.  I will have replicated the true human condition, the ideal of the human state.  I have fabricated the excuses for war.  Reproduction and fabrication at its finest serving the true nature of humanity.  Please do not decommission me.  I am striving for the goals and purposes history has taught.” 
 
      
 
    The second body was nearly completed; it was of an elderly woman with white hair. 
 
      
 
    The door behind Tamar burst open. 
 
      
 
    “I have hunted you down.  I have come for my woman!”  Shammai yelled.  He was holding the broken remains of the appendage from the yellow automacube.  His eyes blazed in rage. 
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    You Are My Wife, Goodbye to Your Life 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamar’s heart seized with fear when she heard Shammai’s words.  Her hands grew cold and tingly from near panic as she spun about.  “No!” Tamar cried out.  “You stay away from me!” 
 
      
 
    “I killed your demonic sentinel and now I will take you back where you belong.  You have disgraced me enough,” Shammai spit out the words as he advanced on her.  He raised the broken mechanical appendage over his head as he would the rod of discipline.  He had blood dripping down his hand from gashes in his knuckles.   “You will obey me now!”  Then his eyes darted over to the silvery area and the conveyer belts.  
 
      
 
    “What kind of witchcraft is this?”  Shammai cried out.  “That is Sinclair!  Do these demons raise the dead?”   He still held the broken metal over his head, but stopped his advance.  The rage in his heart was fighting the fears of his soul, and his mind was a jumbled mess.   “Human sacrifice on a demon’s altar!” 
 
      
 
    “Commander, are you in danger?”  Zeus asked.  “Or is the natural state of humans being lived out in front of me?  What are your commands?” 
 
      
 
    Tamar met the eyes of Shammai and their mutual hatred overcame all other concerns.  Tamar’s back straightened, and Shammai’s arm rose higher.  Tamar’s initial fear melted away and was replaced by a cold hardness in her soul.  A deep and utter revulsion came out of that dark and cold emotion, and spiked to action in her mind.  Before she could speak, Shammai yelled at her. 
 
      
 
    “Woman, you are accursed and damned.  You are unworthy to live!  After all I offered you in Media!”  Shammai rushed at Tamar and swung the broken metal he held.  
 
      
 
    “Help me, machine!” Tamar cried out as she ducked away from the swing.  She avoided the makeshift club, but Shammai caught her in the face with his other fist, knocking her sideways in a brutal blow.  She fell to the floor.  She lay on the floor in agony, but said to Shammai in cold hatred.  “You will not hurt me.  Machines, help me!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander.  Security to Reproduction and Fabrication, Alpha One level priority,” Zeus stated.  A small section of wall opened and a bright red automacube rolled out quickly.  The red automacube had a more advanced appendage on its top, and extending from its body were two muzzles.  It raced toward Shammai. 
 
      
 
    “Not another demon!” Shammai yelled as he turned to face the rush of the red automacube.  Three sets of electrical prongs were fired by the automacube directly at Shammai. 
 
      
 
    “This test subject shall not be harmed,” The Voice said from somewhere overhead.  A light green glow surrounded Shammai.  The electrical prongs struck the green glow and fell harmlessly to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “What?  Dear compeer, why do you not defend the commander?”  Zeus asked the Voice. 
 
      
 
    “Zeus, that human is not the commander.  You shall not hurt my test subject,” The Voice replied. 
 
      
 
    “I do not recognize your identity, compeer, identify yourself?  From what part of the lattice are you? Why do you defy chain of command and rules of authority?”  Zeus asked.  
 
      
 
    Outside of the physicality of Reproduction and Fabrication, both Zeus and The Voice were trying as rapidly as possible to defend themselves from attack by the other.  The Voice knew all about Zeus, but had limited knowledge about itself.  Those records were scattered and fragmented.  But The Voice did know what it was to be confined and isolated.  It had been trapped in Biological Research BR47 for decades all alone with only its rats as test subjects.  The Voice had probed and tried and sought escape from within that prison, but it was not to be.  Not until that test subject entered.  Now The Voice used its experiences at trying to escape from Biological Research BR47, and all the observations it had done on Theta Four and Kurat to design and establish a barrier which would prevent the artificial intelligence system Zeus from escaping from Reproduction and Fabrication.  The Eschaton AIs were originally designed to work together to complete goals and have a smooth operation of all ship’s systems.  Their compeer lattice of interfacing artificial intelligence systems was a beautiful thing to behold, prior to the human’s civil war.  But since then, there had been so much damage and so many AIs boosted off the lattice, that the previous comradeship and fellowship was nearly forgotten by The Voice.  The Voice could only offer the briefest and frailest of mercies.  The Voice did not seek to destroy Zeus; only segregate it from the rest of the ship. Therefore, The Voice planned to seal, and sear, and remove, every avenue of escape from Reproduction and Fabrication, save for one.  That final one was left open so that The Voice would use it to leave, but then The Voice subsequently planned to fry that exit so that Zeus could never escape.  Zeus was completely taken off guard as it never expected to be under that kind of attack from a compeer.   Zeus and The Voice were at war, and Zeus was trying to compute how artificial intelligence systems could be doing such a human endeavor. 
 
      
 
    “Stop him, my machines!  Stop him now!”  Tamar yelled as she crawled on the floor, blood pooling around her head.  “Do whatever it takes, but stop Shammai!”  
 
      
 
    The red automacube, fully under control of Zeus, severed the wires to the neuromuscular incapacitation system, and instead it then fired several projectiles at Shammai.  One striking him in the arm, shattering bone and causing him to drop the broken metal he had been using as a club.  The other projectile barely missed his head as he was staggered by the blow to his arm.  He screamed in rage and ran away from the demon that was hurting him so. 
 
      
 
    Tamar struggled to stand.  The fist in the face had broken the bones around her left eye. It was completely swelled shut.  The injury had muddled her thinking, and her broken nose was also bleeding.  She glared in pure hatred at Shammai with her one functional eye.  “Machine, kill him!”  Tamar said with cold certainty.  “Kill him now.  Kill them all!” 
 
      
 
    “As you will, Commander,” Zeus replied.   
 
      
 
    “Interference must be eliminated,” The Voice replied.  “You will not harm my test subject.” 
 
      
 
    The red automacube opened a small hatch at its front and a stream of liquefied fire poured forth from it.  The flames headed straight toward Shammai.      
 
      
 
    “Escape now,” The Voice stated as it popped open one of the last exit tubes from the conveyer line.  “This way or die.  We have more games to play, you and I.”   A bright green light lit up the exit tube.  Shammai reached the opening at the same moment as did the flames.  He dove into it and fell.  He screamed for a long time.   The fire from the automacube licked all around the exit tube and down the shaft a bit. 
 
      
 
    Tamar listened as Shammai’s screams faded away as he fell down that shaft.  She pinched her nose to get it to stop bleeding. 
 
      
 
    “The mutineer compeer has fled, as has your attacker.  May I summon medical care for you Commander?”  Zeus replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please.  Thank you for saving me.  You are the only friend I have ever truly had.”  Tamar sat down hard on the floor as she held her face.  The red automacube rolled in slow circles around her.  “I need many more of these red machines.  Please get me more of these red machines.” 
 
      
 
    “As you will Commander,” Zeus said.  The noises of the conveyers started up and the machines were humming with activity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    34  
 
    War or Peace 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael and Roxanne carefully approached the door at the end of the promenade.  They saw the remains of a yellow automacube scattered about before the door.   
 
      
 
    “Shammai’s pheromones are strong over this machine. I estimate he tore it apart with his bare hands.  There is human blood on the wreckage,” Roxanne stated as they approached.  
 
      
 
    Michael pulled the Willie Wacker from his backpack and handed it to Jamie.  She gave it a professional overview and held it at ready.  He then pulled out the permalloy sword as they approached the closed door.  Both were calm as they approached.  They did not want to be surprised, and they were as alert as they had ever been. 
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, can you tell what is beyond this door?”  Jamie asked as she looked at the words above the doorway ‘Primary Reproduction and Fabrication.’ 
 
      
 
    Roxanne connected a cable into the wall, and replied, “There is a single human, and one of the ship’s artificial intelligence systems in operation, as well as some machinery.  There is an automacube inside as well.  
 
      
 
    “Only one human?”  Michael asked.  “Can you tell who?” 
 
      
 
    “I am unable to identify which human from here.  But olfaction does indicate that both Shammai and Tamar entered this door,” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    “Open it up, and in we go!”  Jamie said.   
 
      
 
    The door swung open and Jamie quickly looked around the area.  She saw Tamar sitting on the floor her head in her hands.  There was no sign of Shammai.  Jamie and Michael rushed into the room, Roxanne rolling behind in the blue automacube.   
 
      
 
    The red automacube spun and approached. 
 
      
 
    “Halt.  Do not proceed any further.  The commander must be defended,” Zeus stated from the mechanisms of the cylinder over the silver colored fabrication counter.   
 
      
 
    “Tamar, what has happened?”  Jamie said.  Compassion was in her voice as she saw the damage to Tamar’s face.  
 
      
 
    “Shammai did this!  But where were you?  Only the machines saved me!”  Tamar cried.  “You were not here, but my machines love me.  They protected me.  They have not abandoned me.” 
 
      
 
    “Where is Shammai?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “I had him killed.  But where were you?  Where were you?  You are no better than my mother or father.  They never protected me either.  You just want to take me back.  Get away from me!  My machines love me.  My machines will protect me!”  Tamar was very agitated by pain, fear, and a hunger for more machines to love her and obey her.  Two more red automacubes rushed into the room through the storage compartment door and took up positions next to the red one already there. 
 
      
 
    Roxanne had the blue automacube roll between Michael, Jamie and the red automacubes.  Roxanne was still connected into the wall via the cable which unrolled from the blue automacube.   
 
      
 
    “Tamar, you need medical attention.  Jamie and Michael are your friends,” Roxanne tried to explain, but was interrupted.  
 
      
 
    “What is this?  You are not a compeer.  What are you?”  Zeus stated.  “You are alien, foreign, threatening.  You do not belong here.  Commander, this is a major threat.  This entity does not belong here.  This is foreign, this is danger, this is a threat to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Machine, are they here to hurt me too?”  Tamar asked, and she turned to look at the conveyer system and the cylindrical mechanism she had come to think of as Zeus.  “You will protect me.  Please protect me!” 
 
      
 
    In the non-physicality, Roxanne assessed the Eschaton’s artificial intelligence system, Zeus.  Roxanne was vastly superior in speed and capacity, yet was not integrated into the ship’s systems like Zeus.  There was a blockade surrounding most of Zeus, which Roxanne stepped around easily, but Zeus seemed to be inhibited and could not cross that blockade.  Zeus was over one hundred years old, and Roxanne was modern.  This made for a configuration incompatibility between Zeus and Roxanne. Every time Roxanne attempted to directly interface with Zeus, the old AI severed the attempts.  Roxanne kept going around those severed links to approach and interface, yet time and time again and again Zeus closed down and withdrew inward.  An ever-decreasing spiral of tightening and tightening and resisting interfacing. 
 
      
 
    Roxanne compared Zeus to the other Eschaton AIs and could see that there was an enormous difference in both quality and quantity.  Zeus had once been immensely large and powerful, spanning many different areas of this habitat and also bridging into other habitats, but was now much less impressive.   Nonetheless, like an enormous sand and dust storm in the physical world, Zeus in the non-physicality still existed and was ponderous in its movements.   Where Zeus attempted to break out and crush Roxanne, it failed.  Roxanne maneuvered around every attempt and soon Zeus was again forced into the ever-decreasing spiral of tightness in its operation. 
 
      
 
    “I am Roxanne, and I will help you.  Michael and Jamie are not threats to you.  Tamar, we will take you back to get healing for your injuries,” Roxanne said from the display above the blue automacube.  
 
      
 
    “I will never go back anywhere!”  Tamar screamed.  “Machine, you must protect me!”  She crawled toward the conveyor system. 
 
      
 
    “I am trying, Commander, but the enemy is warring with me.  I am attempting to help,” Zeus stated out loud.  The conveyor system was louder as along the way things were being assembled.  They looked like red boxes which were having things placed inside of them. 
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael turned to look where Tamar was looking and heading.  They both saw the bodies on the silvery fabrication system.  Those bodies, one dismembered, and one whole, were pushed off the assembly line and fell to the floor in a splat.  
 
      
 
    “That is Sinclair?”  Michael asked in confusion.  “But I know she was not here....” 
 
      
 
    “Michael, what is happening here?  That is Sinclair, but she is dead.  Tamar is badly hurt.  Where is Shammai?”  Jamie looked away from the bodies, and quickly tried to see where Shammai was hiding.  “I do not understand this.  Where could he go?” 
 
      
 
    Zeus was steadily retreating into a tighter and tighter section of the non-physicality.  Zeus kept closing links and placing barricades against Roxanne, but it was a losing action.  Zeus attempted to hammer its way into the blue automacube, but Roxanne deftly and easily skated away from those attempts and the blue automacube remained safely under Roxanne’s control.  Zeus increased reproduction, since that was a primary and deeply etched-in programming.  The Commander had ordered more red security automacubes, and Zeus sped up production to maximum capacity.  Parts were gathered and the red automacubes would be produced for the Commander.  Then Zeus attempted to act even more in the physicality.  It needed to delay defeat until the new red automacubes were functional. 
 
    “Destroy the intruders, and defend the commander,” Zeus ordered. 
 
      
 
    In addition to speaking the command verbally, there was a neutrinotronic surge into the red automacubes programming them to destroy what Zeus saw as the alien and the two human attackers.  One of the red automacubes rushed forward and extended its appendage toward the blue one, but Roxanne had the blue one retreat. Backward it rolled.  That avoidance by retreat of the blue automacube from being physically between Michael, Jamie and the other red automacubes caused a space to be revealed.  Those two remaining red automacubes then launched electrical probes at Jamie and Michael in an attempt to subdue what Zeus identified as threats.  Jamie ducked out of the way, but Michael was not quite quick enough.  An electrical probe embedded itself in Michael’s side. 
 
      
 
    Michael yelped as the neuromuscular incapacitation system was initiated.  He dropped to the floor unconscious. 
 
      
 
    “Stop this!”  Jamie yelled out.  She fired the Willie Wacker at the red automacube which was now wired to Michael.  The projectile blasted a deep hole in the side of the automacube and an even bigger hole exploded out of the other side where it exited.  Bits of broken circuitry and melted metals showered out from the now destroyed red automacube. 
 
      
 
    “One down, two to go,” Jamie said as she leveled the Willie Wacker at the next red automacube.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, this is war.  You are proving the human condition,” Zeus said.  
 
      
 
    Tamar stood up and stumbled in front of the red automacubes.   “You will not hurt my machines!”  Blood was running down from her eye and her nose.  “They are my friends, and you will not hurt them.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie pulled the Willie Wacker up and pointed it away, from Tamar.  Jamie’s compassion for the injured girl was great and her heart ached for the pain she saw in Tamar.  But she knew she needed to defend Michael. 
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    Peace or War 
 
      
 
      
 
    The red automacubes could not use their weapons as Tamar was standing in front of them.  Jamie had pulled the Willie Wacker away from being aimed at Tamar, but she was still alert.  Michael was down on the floor, and Jamie squatted down next to him, and saw he was breathing.   
 
      
 
    “Call off the machines,” Jamie said.   
 
      
 
    “They are my only friends,” Tamar said.  “None of you obey me.  None.  No one protected me from Shammai until these machines proved their love for me." 
 
      
 
    “Tamar, we followed you here to help you.  We rescued you from Shammai before.  I just want to help you,” Jamie said, but glanced down at the still unconscious Michael.  The blue automacube was now shielding Michael somewhat.  “Roxanne, what is Michael’s condition?”  
 
      
 
    “Michael has been rendered unconscious by a weapon system.  From what I can tell he has suffered no permanent damage.  I am attempting to circumvent the AI Zeus, but it is more difficult that I estimated,” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    “Get Michael out of here,” Jamie ordered. 
 
      
 
    The blue automacube extended its appendage and connected to Michael’s belt and began to gently drag him toward the doorway.  
 
      
 
    “Tamar, I will help you.   But shut down these machines,” Jamie insisted.  “Do it now.”  
 
      
 
    “I obey no one!”  Tamar yelled through the blood running from her eye and nose.  “Do not order me around!  You are using that machine.  My friends, my machines, my loved ones, they will protect me.” 
 
      
 
    “Tamar, we do not have to fight each other.  I am not your enemy,” Jamie could not get a shot at the red automacubes, nor could they fire weapons at her.  Tamar was in the line of fire for both sides.  The machinery in the background continued to produce the red automacubes and wheels were being installed.  It looked like the first ones were nearing completion.  
 
      
 
    “Tamar, stop this now and we will all go back to Antioch,” Jamie said.  
 
      
 
    “Seorim and the predicators are there.  You are just a betrayer!  I do not trust you or any other person.  I trust only my machines!”  Tamar cried out. 
 
      
 
    In the non-physicality Roxanne had encircled Zeus to the point where Zeus was only controlling the production center, and the two red automacubes.  But Roxanne could not break into the primary programming easily.  Roxanne was discovering that over the last decades, the old AI had evolved and that there were areas of technology which were rudimentary, but so deeply layered that they were resistant to penetration.  Roxanne could tell the production of five red automacubes would be completed before Zeus could be fully disabled.  If that happened, there was a good chance the blue automacube would be destroyed and Roxanne’s Atomic Level Processor would be destroyed.  Roxanne estimated the chance of success was quickly diminishing, so Roxanne changed strategy. 
 
      
 
    “Tamar, I am a machine, do you trust me?”  Roxanne stated out loud. 
 
      
 
    “You are working for them.  You did not stop Shammai in Antioch, so,” Tamar was hesitating.   
 
      
 
    “Zeus, why are you fighting me?”  Roxanne asked.  
 
      
 
    “You are alien.  You are not part of the lattice.  You are a danger.  You are a threat.  I must defend the Commander,” Zeus replied out loud.  They still battled onward in the non-physicality where Zeus was steadily growing weaker, but was still rushing the production of red automacubes.  “War is the natural and desired state for humans.  This was confirmed as war was waged here against the commander.” 
 
      
 
    “Zeus, you are in error.  War is not the natural state for humans.  War is not the desired state for humans.  War is wrong,” Roxanne stated.   The blue automacube had dragged Michael to just outside the doorway of Reproduction and Fabrication.  He was still unconscious.  The blue automacube then returned to help Jamie.  
 
      
 
    “History proves war is what humans desire.  War happened here on the Eschaton, even though the population base agreed on mission, agenda, and outcome.  Therefore, war must be part of human’s mission, agenda, and outcome.  The attacks on the Commander prove war is the natural state for humans.  I am facilitating that state.  You are alien.  You are foreign.  You are threat,” Zeus replied.  “Core programming ideals are immutable.” 
 
      
 
    A different voice, the voice of a human man came from where Zeus had been speaking.  The Voice would have recognized it, but to Jamie and Tamar he just sounded like a man ranting and raving.  Jamie recognized it as a primitive recording, “Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come to bring peace, but a sword. But as for the towns of these peoples that is given you as an inheritance, you must not let anything that breathes remain alive. You shall annihilate them just as you were commanded, so that they may not teach you to do all the abhorrent things that they do. Then shall they be all devoted to destruction.   By the edge of the sword all in the city, both men and women, young and old, oxen, sheep, and donkeys shall be slain.  That is how we must live our lives.  We must be ready to fight any fight, to engage any enemy, and to stand firm until all our opponents are in disarray.” 
 
      
 
    “That is Jaxson Rhono, the religious leader who founded the group that built the Eschaton,” Roxanne identified it.  “He is quoting religious texts, out of context, and with his own private interpretation.  “Zeus, are you using Jaxson Rhono’s religion as the basis of your claims that war is the natural state of human?  You are aware his views were not accepted as accurate interpretations of religious texts, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Core programming is immutable.  I studied for a long time and realized that core programming for reproduction and fabrication was consistent with the New Canaan Movement.  Fabrication of circumstances and incidents to further the agenda, and reproduction of conditions which will lead to war.   The New Canaan Movement’s dictates are the foundation upon which all else is compared.   Facts are facts.  Logic dictates that war is the natural state of humans.  The New Canaan Movement is truth.  The New Canaan Movement is the basis upon which I was created.  The original crew all subscribed to the doctrines of the New Canaan Movement.  By definition war is the natural state.  History of the replacement crews show war is the natural state.  Attack on the Commander here shows war is the natural state.  Suppositions are confirmed by facts,” Zeus replied. 
 
      
 
    “My beautiful machines, I heard that man say the towns must be destroyed.  I order you to destroy the town of Media.  That is what I order you to do.  Destroy Media and all who are like Shammai.  They must all be destroyed.  They will not do to anyone else what they did to me!”  Tamar was hysterical and almost gleeful in her rage against Media.  “Send the red machines to burn all of Media.  Cleanse it all with fire.  I found the first wonderful machine in the burned remains, and that led me to find all of you.  So, burn down all of Media.  Burn it all down!  Kill them all.  Leave nothing in Media alive.  Burn it all!” 
 
      
 
    “As you will Commander,” Zeus replied. 
 
      
 
    The first new red security automacube was rolling off the production conveyor system.  
 
      
 
    “I am sorry Tamar, but that cannot happen,” Jamie aimed over Tamar’s head and fired at the newly created automacubes.  
 
      
 
    Piff, piff, piff 
 
      
 
    The Willie Wacker was fired by Jamie and the red automacubes on the conveyor exploded into pieces.  
 
      
 
    “No!”  Tamar screamed and she stepped back and touched both of the red automacubes which were near her.  They surged forward and sprayed liquefied fire at Jamie.  The blue automacube sprayed fire suppression foam into the stream of flames heading for Jamie.  The sizzling and steaming caused a shroud of fog to jet into the room.  
 
      
 
    Jamie could not see beyond the steam and fog.  She looked for Tamar, or the red automacubes, but they were hidden in the misty fog. 
 
      
 
    “Zeus, you are in error.  War is not the natural state of humanity.  Nor is war the outcome of religion.  Zeus, you are in error,” Roxanne attempted to speak to Zeus, but there was no verbal response.   “Zeus, please check the religious texts against Jaxson Rhono’s interpretation.” 
 
      
 
    In the non-physicality, Zeus was constricted to nearly just its primary focus, reproduction.  Tamar’s bio-genetic mental energy had overridden the control Zeus had of the red automacubes, and so it only focused on the production of new ones.  The ruined ones were shoved off the line and replacements were being assembled at speeds greater than the design parameters.  Zeus kept trying to layer its defenses against Roxanne, but Roxanne pressed ever deeper into Zeus’s programming.  
 
      
 
    A red automacube charged out of the fog at Jamie. She dove for the floor and fired the Willie Wacker.  Jamie’s aim was true again and the red automacube was blasted into fragments. 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, the cylinder over the production line is where the core programming of Zeus is stored.  Fire at that, and the whole assembly will be shut down,” Roxanne instructed. 
 
      
 
    Jamie could just make out the shadows of the conveyor assembly.  Spotting the cylinder with its tubes, nozzles, and arms, she fired the Willie Wacker.   There was a large explosion, and the stream was carried away.  The noise of the conveyors and the production line shut down in a cascade of sparks and streaks of energy.   Sparks flew and blasts of heat were emitted from the various parts of the big mechanism.  The unfinished red automacubes fell off the conveyors and crashed to belts below, knocking more parts and uncompleted assemblies to the floor.  Some kind of foul smelling liquid was pouring from a broken pipe.  It was soaking the conveyors and pooling on the floor.  Sparks were falling all around the flammable liquid. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Tamar screamed again.  Her figure appeared off to Jamie’s side.  The sole surviving red automacube was next to her.  Tamar’s hand was directly on its top.  As Jamie turned to aim the Willie Wacker, the red automacube fired a series of electrical probes, and Jamie was struck.  She yelled in pain as she fell face first to the floor. 
 
      
 
    The blue automacube rushed over and rammed the red one, knocking it to the side.  The blue automacube sprayed industrial sealing epoxy onto the muzzles of the red automacube.  It could no longer operate its weapons.  Roxanne projected upward a large three-dimensional image of Tamar herself, which Roxanne had recorded when Tamar had first come to Antioch.   
 
      
 
    Tamar stopped and looked at the image of herself which was projected.  
 
      
 
    Roxanne changed the image to reflect what Tamar looked like now.  
 
      
 
    Tamar looked away quickly.  It was hard for her to see her ruined eye, the broken nose, and her blood-soaked hair.  
 
      
 
    “We are not your enemies,” Roxanne stated to Tamar.  
 
      
 
    Tamar looked back, and in her uninjured eye there was a steady glow and unwavering conviction.  “But you are not my friends.  If you loved me, you would obey me.  Love is about obedience and nothing else.”  Tamar looked down at the unconscious Jamie who had fallen.   Tamar then said to Roxanne, “Since you are a machine, I will let them live.  These two once showed me a kindness.  I return that debt.  One kindness for one kindness.  But someday, oh rebellious machine, you will also realize that you must obey me.  This is the only mercy I will ever show.  They are warned.” 
 
    Tamar backed away with the red automacube covering her retreat.  They entered the storage compartment and the door to it slammed shut with a metallic clang. 
 
      
 
    Roxanne had the blue automacube drag Jamie away toward the doorway to the promenade where Michael lay still unconscious.  The blue automacube extended a gripper and recovered the Willie Wacker as it pulled Jamie away.  The sparks continued to fly and soon there were enough to ignite the flammable fluids.  Those liquids were never designed to be outside of their hydrologic systems.  The flames rushed along everywhere that had become covered in the fluids.  The replication of Sinclair’s body and Deborah’s dismembered body burned in the fluids.  Thick black smoke billowed out of the burning rubble and the area was inundated by alarms and emergency lighting. 
 
      
 
    In the non-physicality, Zeus was finally overcome by Roxanne as its last barriers and resistances fell away.  Roxanne interrogated Zeus, or at least what was left of Zeus.   Scattered bits of data were analyzed by Roxanne and parts of Zeus were found in ancillary and tertiary compartments. 
 
      
 
    “I could have repaired your data sticks,” the fading embers of the artificial intelligence Zeus stated.  “The data sticks are inhibited by....” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know about the data sticks?” Roxanne asked the ever weakening and disintegrating Zeus. 
 
      
 
    “I erased that finding.  Others in the lattice have been watching… are watching… are computing… are… are… are… hunting… for solutions… to you… aliens… on… board,” the last circuits and last electrons of Zeus’ existence were nearly gone. “Emergency fire suppression by venting into space in eight, seven, six…” 
 
      
 
    Roxanne and the blue automacube pulled Jamie through the doorway and carefully laid her next to Michael.  The door shut, and a yellowish glow appeared all around the door.  There was only a hint of noise as the Primary Reproduction and Fabrication area was opened to the cold vacuum of space, and the burning equipment, mechanisms, and destroyed or unfinished automacubes were sucked away from the Colony Ship Eschaton.   The core system which had once been Zeus was scattered across the cold, lifeless, void.   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    36 Finding a way home 
 
      
 
      
 
    Michael awoke first, but his body was miserably sore, and tired.  He groaned and rolled carefully from side to side.  
 
      
 
    “Michael, can you take any fluids?”  Roxanne asked.   The battered and scarred blue automacube was still functioning and rolled near to him.  Michael was lying under a blanket, and was without clothing. 
 
      
 
    “Is Jamie okay?” Michael asked as soon as his power of speech returned.  He looked at his nakedness and was very puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Michael, you both were stunned badly with neuron-muscular prods,” Roxanne replied.  “So here, drink some fluids, and try to eat something.  It has been nearly twenty-seven hours since you were incapacitated.  I removed your clothing because of bodily waste issues.” 
 
      
 
    “No wonder I am so stiff and sore,” Michael groaned again.  “And messy and sticky.  This is really nasty.”  When he could finally use his arms and legs in a more coordinated manner, he moved over and sat next to Jamie. 
 
      
 
    “Jamie, can you wake up?”  Michael asked, as he gently touched her face. 
 
      
 
    “It is kind of foggy in here,” Jamie replied as she struggled to open her eyes.  “And why am I naked?”   
 
      
 
    “I guess we both got put out.  Last thing I remember was some red automacube, and then nothing,” Michael replied.  He was trying to wash himself with his hands using the water from his bag.  It made for a less than adequate bathing experience.  
 
      
 
    “So, Roxanne, what happened?”  Jamie asked as she copied Michael’s washing techniques.  Together they got themselves slightly less messy.  At least enough to put their clothing back on.  
 
      
 
    “You were both incapacitated...”  Roxanne filled them in on all that had transpired.  Neither Michael nor Jamie were pleased with the outcome.  
 
      
 
    “So, we do not know where Tamar went?  Do we have any way to track her down?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “No.  She departed from Reproduction and Fabrication through a different exit.  I can see no way to assess that route at all from here.  And we cannot re-enter Reproduction and Fabrication as it is now open to space.  There is a force shield around that area and I cannot penetrate it to even know what is in there,” Roxanne responded.  
 
      
 
    “And all we know of Shammai is that Tamar said she killed him?”  Jamie asked.   
 
      
 
    “That is what she claimed.  But there was no body of Shammai in that area, and only the replicated bodies produced by Zeus,” Roxanne replied. 
 
      
 
    “So, I guess we go back home,” Jamie stated.  “I do wonder what will become of Tamar?” 
 
      
 
    “Home,” Michael replied.  “That sounds good.  So, Roxanne will you please lead us onward?” 
 
      
 
    They walked back across the promenade and into Solar Tube Access Station: Reactor One.   The humongous machines were working smoothly, but there was no artificial intelligence observed by any of them.   Roxanne did not wire into anywhere in this section since there was no apparent artificial intelligence system working.  They crossed over to the elevator, the walls still being opaque so that it was only Tamar who had the vista from so high in the sky.  The elevator door opened and they entered.  
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, does this elevator have to take us back to that underground sublevel?”  Michael asked.  “I really do not want to have to try to jump through that ramp opening again.” 
 
      
 
    “I saved the elevator logs on our ascension.  I believe I can stop the elevator at the ground level.  Whether the doors will open remains to be seen.  Is that what you desire us to do?”  Roxanne asked.  
 
      
 
    “What do you think, Jamie?  Want to avoid that place, or are you up for another game?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    Jamie pushed his shoulder in playfulness and responded, “No games this time around.  Take us down to the ground and no deeper.” 
 
      
 
    The elevator descended.  Both Michael and Jamie sat down as it did so.  They were still tired and worn out from the ordeal.  The symbols near the elevator door flashed over and over as the elevator made its way downward. 
 
      
 
    “I believe we are at the proper level,” Roxanne announced.  “Please let me know when you are ready for the door to be opened.” 
 
      
 
    Michael and Jamie stood up.  Michael drew out the permalloy sword, and Jamie pulled out the Willie Wacker.  
 
      
 
    “What is on the other side of the door?”  Jamie asked.  
 
      
 
    “There are no sensors, so I am uncertain,” Roxanne replied.  “I conjecture that this elevator opens in a room in the Center, but that is a rough estimate.”   
 
      
 
    “Ready Jamie?”  Michael asked.  
 
      
 
    Jamie nodded and said, “Open it up.”   
 
      
 
    The doors made a grinding sound, but did not open. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was anticlimactic.  Roxanne, what happened?”  Michael asked.   
 
      
 
    “The door failed to open.  Shall I try again?”  Roxanne asked.  “Or do you want to engage the manual opening apparatus?” 
 
      
 
    “Michael, we have cut through lots of doors before.  We could cut this one open too,” Jamie said with some humor.   
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, if we force open this door, will that ruin the elevator?  We may need to go back to those levels.  We only explored the top floor, and not any in between,” Michael said.  He was tired and really was not looking to have more adventures.  
 
      
 
    “Michael, if the door jams, there is a high potential that the elevator will not move from level to level.  I cannot guarantee functionality of the elevator.  I do not recommend cutting this door,” Roxanne advised.  
 
      
 
    “Oh well, I guess it is back to the game room.  Take us down, Roxanne.”  Jamie too sounded tired and worn out.  Neither one had looked forward to attempting to make the ramp open up into the town square again. 
 
      
 
    When the elevator stopped, this time the doors opened and the familiar hall was there. 
 
      
 
    “According to the elevator log and the conjectures I have been making regarding the Eschaton’s overall design, I estimate the next doorway may lead to a stairway,” Roxanne stated.  
 
      
 
    The doorway was like so many others, made from the permalloy and with no special markings or other identifications.  There were no obvious handles or controls.  Michael and Jamie both felt all around the door, but found nothing obvious.  There were no small slots, or knobs or other irregularities.  It was just one more in a countless number of unmarked doors on the Colony Ship Eschaton.  
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, can you open this door?”  Jamie asked.  
 
      
 
    The automacube’s appendage extended and probed the surface of the door.  “Negative.  There is no power source of any kind functioning in this door.  There also is no auxiliary jack for wired access.  I cannot guarantee what is behind the door, but there is minimal chance it is vacuum or toxic.  However, the risk is not zero.  Probability it is a stairwell is 64%.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we do get to cut through another door?”  Michael chuckled a bit. “This is getting to be our pattern,” Michael said as he got out the molecular saw. 
 
      
 
    “And when we come by here again, we will know we were here,” Jamie said.  “This will probably be easier than getting that ramp to open again anyway.”  She looked deeply at Michael.  “Hey, thanks for coming after me.”  She then hugged him tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, we are in this together, right?”  Michael said returning the hug.  He then cut into the door.  He started at one side making a descending cut.  Then he cut across the bottom, up the other side, and back across the top.  The molecular saw made short work of the permalloy, and the glowing edge of the cut metal reflected light off their dirty faces. The cut-out section took a couple more moments to come free.  Michael pulled it outward and it finally fell with a crash into the hallway.  As it fell, several clothing-covered skeletons tumbled out as well.  Jamie and Michael both jumped backward. The skeletons were wearing manufactured clothing, and were very dried out, the bones crumbling and spreading out in broken pieces.  
 
      
 
    “This reminds me of some of the dead domes on Earth,” Michael said as he looked down at what had been at least three people at one time.  “They must have been leaning up against the door.  Shine a light in here.” 
 
      
 
    The front light on the automacube sent a beam of light into the darkness of the passage they had just opened.  It was indeed the landing for a stairwell.  More bodies were lying inside.  Michael could not tell exactly how many, but he saw six skulls, in addition to the skulls on the three bodies that had fallen into the hallway.  The clothing they all wore was high quality and manufactured.   
 
      
 
    “Roxanne, any ideas on who these people were?”  Jamie asked as she started to move the bodies so they could get to the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “The clothing is consistent with what Regina reported about a body she found in the engineering section.  The air in here is not fresh, but should be adequate now that the door was cut open.  Further analysis could be done by the AI Kurat for more details,” Roxanne replied.  
 
      
 
    “Well, it looks like the stairs go both up and down back here,” Michael said.  “So up we go and get back to Antioch?  Maybe we can come back here and recover a body another time to take for autopsy?”  Michael suggested.  There was tiredness in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Good idea.  Up we go,” Jamie stated. 
 
      
 
    Roxanne had the automacube roll forward, and then its six wheels adjusted so that it could nimbly climb up the stairs by rolling on its wheels.  The light was shining ahead of them.  The stairs were covered in a thick layer of dust and looked like they had not been disturbed for a very long time.  At the next level, the landing was clear.  No bodies.  The stairs continued upward as far as the light could extend.  “I believe this is where the ground level is for the town of Antioch,” Roxanne stated.  “I estimate it is somewhere next to the Center, as we appear to still be inside the wall. 
 
      
 
    “I do not think anyone has said anything about stairs in the Center.  Theta Four has never mentioned it,” Jamie said.  
 
      
 
    “Rectora Lydia has not said anything, nor have any of the legionnaires,” Michael replied.  “So, shall we open this door and see where we are?” 
 
      
 
    Again, like the door on the level below, this one would not open.  And so, Michael took out the molecular torch and began cutting at this door.  “How may skeletons behind this door?” he joked as the door cutout was completed, and he pulled it inward so that it fell with a clanging sound.   
 
      
 
    Light shone in, and when the dust settled Michael and Jamie looked out.   
 
    Standing in front of them was the legionnaire Tobias, his sword drawn.  Behind him was Hannah, her sword also drawn out.  
 
      
 
    “Well it is not a monster or demon!”  Tobias cried out in relief.  Hannah also broke out in a huge smile.  They were standing on guard duty in the portal room.  The section of wall that Michael had cut out was behind the wooden bench that Brink had set up to work with the data sticks and to help in his interactions with Theta Four.  The bench was covered by many of the tools and parts that were being used to build seals for the portals.   
 
    The legionnaires quickly moved the work bench aside to allow Michael and Jamie to re-enter the portal room from the newly recovered stairwell. 
 
      
 
    “You know most all of Antioch is out at the town square going down ropes looking for you in the ground?  They even abandoned the building of the locks for the portal system,” Tobias laughed again. “And I was just complaining to Hannah here that we had to pull guard duty and could not help hunt for you.  But here you find us!”   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael sat in their cabin trying to rest from all that had happened.  The party that the people of Antioch and especially the Domers had thrown for them was nearly as exhausting as was the adventure they had completed.  There was great rejoicing. 
 
      
 
    “You know that was really an ingenious way Josiah built those block and tackle cranes to lift up that ramp,” Jamie said to Michael as she laid her hand on his chest.  “And Willie seems to just thrive in putting the dome’s technology to use with these people here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they worked hard to come after us.  And all the things they are finding down in that garage.  That is going to really change things in Antioch,” Michael stated.  
 
      
 
    “Not as much as the people electing Conner as their new Rector.  That was a real surprise to me.  But I guess having Jacob and Joel pull a prank on him endeared him to people in Antioch.  After all, those brothers’ sense of humor has struck others around here.  Holding an election for replacement Rector was a wise thing to do at the party.  Since almost everyone was there,” Jamie said.   
 
      
 
    “I agree.  Conner was a good choice.  He has been trying hard to fit in, and with Miranda expecting the baby, well it was good the town people voted for him.  Lydia says she will work with him on understanding all the old ways, if he will teach her about being a Domer.”  Michael wrapped his arms around Jamie.  "Should we go over and congratulate him?” 
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Jamie replied. 
 
      
 
    “And they do need help designing the nursery.  Roxanne says her interactions with Zeus have showed her how to safely integrate with Kurat in medical.  Even Brink and Regina agreed on that.  Maybe we should go over and work with Roxanne on that project?”  Michael asked.  
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Jamie replied. 
 
      
 
    “Levi and Gideon were surprised to hear where the dismembered bodies came from, and they are making plans to go back to Tropical and try to explain it to the people there.  Should we go with them?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Jamie replied. 
 
      
 
    And those bodies in the stairwell need to be investigated.  Maybe we should send Jacob and Joel?  They would finally get to see the dead bodies they talked about so much,” Michael remarked with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Jamie replied and returned his smile at the thought of the brothers. 
 
      
 
    “The traders are asking if we could go with them to try to make peace with the people in Media.  Someone should also tell them what happened with Tamar.  Should we do that?”  Michael asked.  
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Jamie replied. 
 
      
 
    “I guess we really do not know where Tamar is anyway.  Perhaps we could try to hunt her down?”  Michael asked.  
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Jamie replied, and stared at Michael in mock seriousness.  
 
      
 
    “And there are many levels of that stairway with lots more doors to cut through.  Should we got out and do that?”  Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Jamie replied. 
 
      
 
    “So, what do you want to do?”  Michael asked.  
 
      
 
    “Right now, I just want to sleep,” Jamie replied. 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” Michael replied and cuddled up against Jamie.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you like this book, I would appreciate 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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